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Stephen C. Rasor*
THE MEMBERS VOICE PROJECT
The Members Voice Project (MVP) is the nation’s most
comprehensive survey of African-American congregational
life from the perspective of the people in pews. Almost all
studies of Black faith communities have utilized a pastor or
pastors to articulate perception of their respective religious
bodies. This article highlights a new study, utilizing the
insight of Black laity and collecting data from more than
20,000 adults in approximately 500 religious groups. Results
of this groundbreaking study follow.
Introduction
It is well known that African Americans heavily populate
the southern region of the United States. The so-called
“Southern Black Belt”—Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia,
Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina,
Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia—has an African-American
population exceeding the national average of Black individu¬
als by 12.3 percent. In fact, many states in the southeast, such
as Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, and South
Carolina, have significant geographical areas with a Black
population 25 percent or greater.1
Stephen C. Rasor is professor of Sociology of Religion and director
of the Doctor of Ministry Program, Interdenominational Theological
Center (ITC), Atlanta, Georgia. He is the program director, the MVP,
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'Carne Vernon, “Black Concentration in the South,” The Atlanta
Journal-Constitution, 19 August 2001, sec. A, p. 15.
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It comes as no surprise then that over half of the Black
churches in the United States are located in the south.
African-American Christian communities of faith are strong
and vital in this region as well as in other parts of our nation.
These and other significant findings were confirmed in a study
of Black congregational life in 2000. The ITC Project 2000
study of approximately 1900 churches revealed several key
results:
• The overall view of Black pastors or pastors of pre¬
dominately Black congregations is that their faith
communities are spiritually alive, and they are excit¬
ed about the future.
• Most African-American churches are heavily involved
in a variety of positive social activities and programs.
• Comparatively few pastors reported that their ser¬
mons always focus on social justice (26 percent).
• In terms of community activities and other social
programs, congregations are involved: youth pro¬
grams (92 percent), cash assistance to families in
need (86 percent), food pantries or soup kitchens
(75 percent), and voter registration (76 percent).
• A majority (64 percent) of all Black clergy inter¬
viewed strongly approve of churches expressing
their views on day-to-day social and political issues.
• The most divergent issue by denominational groups
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was the approval of women pastors. Overall, 40 per¬
cent of Black clergy strongly approve, while only 27
percent of Baptists and 23 percent of Church of
God in Christ churches strongly approve.
These and other findings reveal important realities of
Black congregational life at the turn of the century.
The ITC Project 2000 study, assisted by the Gallup
Organization, utilized one key respondent to better under¬
stand African-American churches. One thousand eight
hundred and sixty-three Black pastors were interviewed by
telephone during February to May 2000. This random sample
was the primary source of information for the ITC Project 2000
study.
Interestingly, the ITC Project 2000 was part of a ground¬
breaking national survey of congregations from Maine to
Hawaii. Faith communities in more than forty religious bodies
throughout the United States were examined. The ITC study
of Black congregations was a significant part of that overall
exploration of U. S. religiosity. Roman Catholic, Muslim,
Jewish, Protestant, and the historically Black churches were all
part of this study coordinated by the Hartford Institute for
Religious Research, Hartford Seminary. The overall study was
named Faith Communities Today (FACT) and has been well
documented in a variety of sources.’
Whereas the FACT study and the ITC Project 2000
Tee Carl S. Dudley and David Rcxizen, Faith Communities Today: A
Report on Religion in the United States Today (Hartford, CT: Hartford Seminary,
2001); Stephen C. Rasor and Michael 1. N. Dash, The Mark of Zion:
Congregational Life in Black Churches (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2003);
Michael 1. N. Dash and Christine D. Chapman, The Shape ofZion: Leadership
and Life in Black Churches (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2003); Joseph E.
Troutman, ed., ITC/FaithFactor Project 2000 Study of Black Religious Life:
Journey Inward Journey Outward, The Jourrial of the Iriterdenominational
Theological Center XXIX, nos. 1 & 2 (Fall 2001/Spring 2002).
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utilized one primary respondent—the religious leader of the
faith community—the MVP study focused on the laity to
gain a more comprehensive understanding of Black congre¬
gational life.
The Members Voice Project (MVP) was conducted by
the ITC Institute for Black Religious Life (IBRL), in coop¬
eration with the U. S. Congregational Life Survey (US
CLS), and focused on the laity of African-American con¬
gregations. Approximately 500 communities of faith were
surveyed during 2004-2005. The project’s title, MVP, sug¬
gests that the women and men active in these churches
were the key respondents—in addition to the pastors. Four-
fifths of the people surveyed were primarily active members of
Black Protestant churches. The remaining one-fifth of the reli¬
gious bodies, from among the approximate 500, was either Roman
Catholic or Muslim. All three groups—Protestants, Catholics, and
Muslims—used a similar questionnaire. The Protestant churches
were populated by an overwhelming majority of African-
American members as were the masjids explored in the MVP
study. The Roman Catholic churches were chosen because of
their higher percentages of Black lay women and men.
The survey instrument used in the MVP was originally
designed by the leadership team of the U. S. Congregational
Life Survey (US CLS): Dr. Cynthia Woolever and Ms. Deborah
Bruce. Their innovative work has explored more than 2,000
U.S. congregations, encompassing 300,000 worshipers across a
representative sample of denominations and faith groups.3
MVP was directed by IBRL and funded by the
Lilly Endowment, Inc. Drs. Christine D. Chapman, Michael
'See Cynthia Woolever and Deborah Bruce, Beyond the Ordinary: 10
Strengths of U.S. Congregations (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press, 2004).
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I. N. Dash, Marsha Snulligan Haney, Edward L. Smith, and
Stephen C. Rasor are co-directors of the IBRL at ITC. The
MVP director was Stephen Rasor with Christine Chapman
as the full-time project manager.
Dr. James Cavendish, University of South Florida, direct¬
ed the study of Black Roman Catholics, and Dr. Ihsan Baghy,
University of Kentucky, led the study of African-American
Muslims. Mrs. Cecelia Dixon and Mrs. Melody Berry, staff
members at ITC, assisted with the project. Ms. Denise Blake
of SuccesSolutions also helped with the MVP endeavor.
Research Methods
While the ITC Project 2000 study focused on the key
religious leader, the MVP study concentrated on members of
approximately 500 bodies of faith. The research plan was
designed to survey active adult members of Black communi¬
ties of faith in all regions of the United States. This tends to
be the most difficult type of social research for many rea¬
sons—the least of which is complexity, cost, and access. A case
study of one or more churches, an analysis of a number of con¬
gregations in one location, or even a regional exploration of
similar faith groups, is certainly less ambitious than working
with 500 religious bodies across the United States. Access to
laity in these congregations is even more difficult.
However, since the U. S. Congregational Life Survey
(US CLS) team had developed an effective means of work¬
ing with lay women and men in a diverse group of congre¬
gations, the ITC MVP leadership decided to build on their
strengths of method and analysis. The US CLS had worked
with 100 Catholic, 180 mainline Protestant, 129 conserva¬
tive Protestant, and nine historically Black denomination-
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al churches. They also studied Buddhist, Jewish, and other
nonChristian faith bodies.4
Their under-representation of Black religious commu¬
nities was a key concern for the US CLS team, providing a
significant opportunity for ITC and its primary social research
group, the IBRL. This leadership knew that the complexity
and diversity of Black religious communities would be a for¬
midable task but chose to pursue the project with that
awareness. For the most part, this has never been done. A
wide variety of studies of Black faith groups have been com¬
pleted with positive and comprehensive results, but a study of
more than a few Black churches—their members and not only
their pastors—had not been accomplished until this MVP
exploration.
It has been reported by Andrew Billingsley5 that the
Black Church in the United States has approximately 75,000
major congregations. These include the African Methodist
Episcopal (A. M. E.); the African Methodist Episcopal Zion
(A. M. E. Z.); the Christian Methodist Episcopal (C. M. E.);
the Church of God in Christ (C. O. G. I. C.); the National
Baptist Convention of America, Inc.; the National Baptist
Convention, USA, Inc.; the Presbyterian Church (USA);
the Progressive National Baptist Convention, Inc.; United
Church of God; and the United Methodist Church, among
others. The Presbyterian and United Methodist churches,
unlike the others mentioned, are made up mostly Euro-
American members. However, both denominations have
significant numbers of individual churches with mostly
Black constituents.
The ITC Project 2000 study of randomly chosen pre-
ibid., 132-134.
"Andrew Billingsley, Climbing Jacob’s Ladder: The Enduring Legacy ofAfrican-American Families (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), 352.
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dominately Black faith communities concluded that approx-
imately half of all Black churches were Baptist, 20 percent
C. O. G. I. C., 10 percent A. M. E., and the other faith groups
listed above with approximately 5 percent or less. When the
MVP study was initiated, the percentages of predominately
Black Roman Catholic and Muslim faith groups were unclear;
so it was decided that only fifty of each would be examined in
this inaugural membership project. Thus, the research
design called for an approximate representation of these
various Black Protestant bodies among the 400 examined.
Hence the plan was to secure access to approximately 200
Black Baptist congregations, since the ITC Project 2000
study concluded it was this percentage (50 percent) that
approximately represents the universe of all African-
American faith groups in the U.S.6
Likewise, the research design called for similar approxi¬
mate representative numbers of churches for the other groups:
C. O. G. I. C. (80), A. M. E. (40), A. M. E. Z. (20), C. M. E.
(20), Black U. M. C. (11), Black Presbyterian (4), and other
Protestant groups (25).
Location was also a factor. The ITC Project 2000 study
concluded that approximately half of the African-American
Baptist churches in the U. S. are located in the south.
Twenty percent of the C. O. G. I. C. churches are also
southern based. Therefore, regional considerations were fac¬
tored into the research methodology.'
An approximate representation of the other African-
American bodies was considered in terms of the south, north¬
west, north central, and western parts of the United States.
Only 400 Black Protestant churches were considered,
' Rasor, Mark of Zion, 7-16.
Ibid.
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as well as, fifty Roman Catholic, and fifty masjids. None
were randomly selected. The ITC Project 2000 study
worked with a randomly-selected group, resulting in
approximately 1,900 churches; but the MVP program used
a relational model for selection. Since ITC is a consortium
of African-American seminaries, representing the Baptist,
Black Methodist, Black Presbyterian, Pentecostal, and
other faith communities, it was decided that these collegial
and denominational relationships would form the basis of
the database used in the MVP study. Churches were ini¬
tially selected from a general list of A. M. E., C. M. E.,
C. O. G. I. C., Baptist, and other denominational groups.
Key individuals—faculty, denominational leaders, doctoral
students, master of divinity students, and local/regional pas¬
tors—were contacted to help with the MVP study. The
MVP leadership team, having established important rela¬
tionships with these individuals and groups, asked them to
assist with the project. They, in turn, had relationships with
the alumni/ae of ITC, and other pastors related to their
respective African-American denominational group. These
persons were asked to provide access to the 400 Black
Protestant congregations examined in the study. The specif¬
ic research design followed by Dr. James Cavendish and Dr.
Ihsan Bagby in their exploration of Roman Catholics and
Muslims, respectively, is included in this volume ofJITC.
The survey instrument was adapted from the US CLS
original questionnaire. Three different types of question¬
naires were available to the local Black churches: one for
the lay men and women, one for the pastor, and one for the
business or church administrator (if applicable). The one
for the church members had fifty-six questions, with the
pastor and administrator versions having 105 and forty-six
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respectively. The pastors were provided a package of mate-
rials, including survey instruments, pencils, instructions for
distribution, and other pertinent information. These were
either personally delivered to the various churches or mailed.
The local church pastor or individual who provided access
returned the completed packages to ITC. Most of the pas¬
tors of the 400 African-American churches that participat¬
ed in the MVP study asked their members to complete their
individual questionnaires at one of the primary worship
services. This was the recommended method used by the
US CLS research leadership team and was utilized by the
MVP program. The assumed time for completion of the
member survey was approximately fifteen minutes while
the other two surveys (pastor and church administrator)
could be finished within thirty minutes, most likely in a
nonworship setting.
During 2004, most of the 400 Black Protestant groups
were contacted about the study with most completing it dur¬
ing 2004. It took the majority of 2005 for the data to be ana¬
lyzed and interpreted. The results of the study were mailed to
the individual congregations together with ideas on how to
use the information for mission and ministry. The churches
received several reports highlighting their specific strengths,
how they compared to other Euro-American and African-
American religious bodies, and how they could use the find¬
ings for future interests. Several local and regional confer¬
ences were held during 2005-2006 to share key conclusions
regarding the study. The local church—the active members
who sit in the pews of those congregations and the leadership
of Black religious communities—had an opportunity to wit¬
ness and celebrate the various findings of the MVP study.
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Some Early Results
More than 13,000 parishioners in approximately 400
African-American Protestant congregations in twenty-seven
states and the District of Columbia participated in the MVP
exploration. Four key “connections” were examined: spiri¬
tual connections, inside connections, outside connec¬
tions, and identity connections. These categories reveal a
wealth of information regarding the various churches. The
facilities, size, finances, worship patterns, community serv¬
ices and programs, congregational polities, outreach, and
community involvement were discovered in the MVP
study. These findings were compared with the cumulative
data provided by the US CLS project. The US CLS, while
diverse in terms of denominational groups, has been less
successful among African-American churches. The MVP
study focused exclusively on Black congregational life.
Therefore, the US CLS and MVP data were compared.
Many of those findings, in general and in detail, are reflect¬
ed in this volume of JITC. A few of the overall findings as
they relate to the African-American communities of faith
are provided:
1. Spiritual Connections: understanding the many
ways in which worship and faith are expressed with¬
in and throughout congregations:
• Seventy-five percent of American-American
lay men and women are growing in their faith;
• Seventy percent of MVP Black worshipers pro¬
claim their worship experiences help their
everyday living; and
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• A majority (51 percent) of Black congregation'
al members prefer music from a variety of cub
tures.
2. Inside Connections: exploring worshipers’ activb
ties within the faith community and how these con'
nections relate to one another:
• More than three out of four MVP worshipers
(77 percent) are involved in small church group
activities;
• African-American laity (65 percent) have a
strong sense of belonging to their faith commu-
nities; and
• Black congregants (55 percent) support their
churches by tithing.
3. Outside Connections: assessing how congregations
reach out to serve persons in the community:
• Almost three in four Black church members (73
percent) typically invite others to attend wor-
ship services;
• Thirty-five percent of MVP attendees are involved
in their congregations’ outreach or evangelism
efforts;
• A majority (56 percent) of African-American laity
take part in service or advocacy activities; and
• Nearly half (47 percent) of MVP church members
are “switchers”—individuals who have participated
in other congregations of different faith traditions.
12 The Journal of the ITC
4. Identity Connections: identifying the various seg'
ments of congregations and how members view the
future of their faith communities:
• Most Black churches (54 percent) have small
memberships;
• One in three MVP worshipers (33 percent) is
married; and
• African'American worshipers (72 percent) believe
there is a clear vision for the future in their con'
gregational setting.
In summary, some of the early results of the MVP study
among Black laity suggest important discoveries. Black lay
women and men are people of faith; their worship is impon
tant; their choice of music is diverse. These active church
attendees enjoy belonging to small groups and support their
faith communities with their financial resources. Black
men and women invite people to their churches and are
involved in outreach/service opportunities. The MVP
study suggests that many Black congregants are “switchers.”
Finally, this early analysis of the 400 Black Protestant
churches suggests that, while most of their congregations
are small in size, they claim to have a clear vision for the
future. They feel positive about their congregational life
and, hence, many of the Black churches in North America
express an affirmative perception of religiosity.
Limitations and Possibilities of MVP
The rewards of being involved in this kind of study are
numerous. The men and women who occupy the pews in
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Black congregations need an opportunity to add their voice
to the local and national dialogue about religious life in the
United States. This inaugural study of 500 Black communi¬
ties of faith has given them that opportunity. Most research
conducted in the United States, no matter which ethnic or
racial group is involved, tends to be limited to one or a few
key respondents when examining individual groups. Studies
of Euro-American or African-American faith communities
have almost exclusively utilized single individuals from
those local religious communities to reveal their internal
and external life. Complexity, cost, and access are signifi¬
cant reasons for following this methodology. Engaging a
close study of one or a few churches is an important method
used and often reveals significant in-depth results. Encouraging
many members in a variety of religious bodies to share their
insights and collective wisdom—while difficult—is equally
significant. However, the results will always provide some¬
what less in-depth findings, primarily because of the num¬
bers involved.
The MVP study provides an opportunity to hear from
the members themselves, giving the local churches an
avenue of offering their various perceptions regarding their
congregational life. This study enables local congregations,
denominational officials, and others to understand what
congregations are doing regarding their spiritual lives,
reaching out to their communities, and developing their
congregational identities.
Hearing from the women and men in the pew helps
educational institutions. Educators in colleges, universities,
and seminaries need to he aware of the lay perspective in
our religious communities. The specific training of women
and men for full-time and part-time mission activities and
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ministry endeavors can only be enhanced when those who
enable that training have greater appreciation for the local
church laity. This MVP study helps to provide some of the
elements of that growing appreciation.
There are limits to any study like MVP. The ability to
generalize about even a small group of individuals or faith
communities is most always complex. To attempt to do so
when 400 or 500 religious bodies are involved is even
more so. Do we know more about these churches, having
heard from the members, pastors, and, in some cases, the
administrators? The answer would most certainly be
answered in the affirmative. Can we generalize about the
entire universe of Black congregational life in America?
Probably not. We do know more than we knew previous'
ly. Much more needs to be done in future research projects
and studies of African-American faith groups. The MVP
study tells us a great deal regarding the lay men and
women in Black congregational life.
However, there are some important limitations to this
study. Any project that involves the Black Church has to
take seriously the relational aspect of Black community
and congregational life. Access to the pastor and congre¬
gants necessitates great sensitivity and effective relational
skills. The MVP initiative built on those assumptions with
mixed results. Access to a broader and more diverse group of
churches, both in terms of denomination and location, was
somewhat limited. Many of the faculty, students, pastors, and
denominational leaders provided access to various church¬
es and yet, some of the goals guiding the project were not
completely realized. The research methods section of this
paper indicated that a fairly representative group of denomi¬
nations would be pursued. In the end, while churches in
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twenty-seven states and the District of Columbia were rep¬
resented, churches in the south and Georgia were over¬
represented and churches in the northeastern and western
parts of the United States under-represented.
The actual number of people who successfully complet¬
ed the membership survey was on average about thirty-five
adults per community. The majority of Black religious com¬
munities have small memberships, approximately 100 active
members.s If the average of the MVP study had been closer
to fifty or approximately half of the typical active members,
the results may have been somewhat more representative.
Finally, when comparing one Black faith group to anoth¬
er or even a group of 400 or 500 congregations, there are sig¬
nificant limitations. The size, location, denomination, con¬
text, leadership, political perspective, and other factors
have to be considered before assuming too much about the
results. When comparing African-American and Euro-
American churches or faith communities, certain limitations
also exist. In the early stages of analysis, when the US CLS
population of 2,000 churches was compared to the MVP group
of approximately 400 churches, many significant results were
identified. However, it should never be assumed that these
comparisons are the final word. The US CLS database had
122,049 laity included in their group. The MVP worked with
a much smaller number of somewhat more than 13,000. This
in no way negates the results but suggests caution when
attempting to generalize about both or either group.
Did.
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Closing Commentary
Hearing from the women and men who practice active
ministry and mission in and beyond the local African-
American faith community is vital. When pastors, denom¬
inational leaders, educators, and students in religious and
social contexts hear the voices of active participants in
African-American congregational life, they will provide
more informed leadership in the faith communities and





Congregational profile surveys were completed by one pen
son in each of 240 Protestant African-American congre¬
gations participating in MVP. Results are compared here to
those of the random sample of congregations that partici¬
pated in the 2001 U.S. Congregational Life Survey (US
CLS) to help MVP leaders more readily identify the unique
strengths of Protestant African-American congregations.1
(Responses from MVP Catholic parishes and mosques are not
included.)
Facilities
• Most MVP churches hold their primary services in a
church (MVP, 93 percent; US CLS, 90 percent). Over
90 percent own their own buildings.
• Two in ten MVP churches report their facilities are used or
rented by community groups at least once a week; such use
occurs weekly in 39 percent of US CLS congregations.
• MVP facilities have slightly larger seating capacities
(MVP median, 300; US CLS median, 258).
^Stephen C. Rasor, MVP Director, is professor of Sociology of Religion
and director of the Doctor of Ministry Program, Interdenominational
Theological Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
^Christine D. Chapman is full-time visiting professor, Department of
Sociology, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Georgia and Research Director,
Institute for Black Religious Life, Interdenominational Theological Center,
also in Atlanta.
'A total of 341 congregations in the random sample completed the
US CLS profile survey in April 2001. These congregations include
Protestant churches, Catholic parishes, and nonChristian congregations.
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Size and Finances
• In the year before participating in the survey, average
weekly worship attendance (median) was 125 in MVP
churches and ninety in US CLS congregations.
• The total number of adults (people eighteen years or older)
regularly participating in the life of the congregation aver-
aged eighty-nine in MVP churches and eighty in US CLS
congregations.
• Almost all congregations (99 percent in both samples)
report that the biggest source of income for the congre¬
gation is offerings, pledges, and donations.
• One-third ofMVP churches (34 percent) hut only 24 percent of
US CLS congregations describe their financial situation as an
“increasing financial base.” A stable financial situation exists in
46 percent of MVP and 53 percent of US CLS congregations.
Worship
• Most MVP churches hold one (35 percent) or two (38
percent) worship services in a typical week. (Among US
CLS congregations, 35 percent hold one and 21 percent
hold two weekly services.)
• Worship services are longer in MVP churches. Seven in
ten MVP congregations (72 percent) report that their
primary service lasts at least 1.5 hours; only 15 percent
of US CLS congregations have services that long.
• Similarly, sermons are longer in MVP churches. Eighty-
three percent of MVP churches report the sermon lasts
at least twenty minutes; only 43 percent of US CLS con¬
gregations have sermons of more than twenty minutes.
• Eighty-seven percent ofMVP churches (but only 57 percent ofUS
CLS congregations) use a written outline or bulletin in worship.
MVP Protestants
US CLS
African-American Protestant Congregations 19
• Figure 1 shows elements included in worship services.
While many elements are more common in MVP church¬
es, e.g., calling out “amen,” raising hands in praise, and the
use of drums or electric guitar, only the use of hymn books
is much more likely to occur in US CLS congregations.
Figure 1: Elements Included in the Primary Worship Service
% of congregations
reporting each element
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Other Services and Programs
• Somewhat more than half of congregations (MVP, 55
percent; US CLS 58 percent) use small groups for shar-
ing or spiritual growth.
• Eight in ten MVP churches (84 percent) and 68 percent
of US CLS congregations have organized prayer groups.
MVP churches most often describe these groups as
“attached to specific classes, groups, or ministries” (42
percent) or “part of our small group program” (31 pen
cent). Some have groups that meet at certain times of
the year (17 percent) or groups that meet infrequently
(17 percent).
• Large majorities of congregations offer religious educa-
tion classes (MVP, 94 percent; US CLS, 98 percent).
• MVP churches are much more likely than US CLS congre¬
gations to offer a group or class specifically for new members
as a way to ensure they become integrated into the life of the
congregation (MVP, 68 percent; US CLS, 42 percent).
This is also the method used by the largest majority of MVP
churches. The largest group of US CLS congregations (57
percent) report using follow-up visits by members or clergy
for this purpose (47 percent of MVP churches do the same).
• One-half of MVP churches (but only 28 percent of US
CLS congregations) report that one or members entered
ministry in the previous five years.
Outreach and Community Involvement
• MVP churches use a somewhat different profile of meth¬
ods to reach out to nonmembers than do congregations
in the US CLS sample (Ligure 2). They are more likely
MVP Protestants
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to have a recruitment committee and to advertise on
television or radio. US CLS churches are more likely to
advertise in the newspaper or telephone book and to
have members go to the homes of those who have vis¬
ited the congregation.
Figure 2: Reaching Out to Nonmembers
Encouraged inviting others
Mailed/distributed letter/flyers
Event to bring people to congregation
Letters to visitors
Activity to meet neighborhood
Phone calls to visitors
Website
Committee for new member recruitment
Ad on TV or radio
Contact people new to the area
Paid newspaper ad
Ad in phone book
Visiting visitors
Survey of community
0 20 40 60 80 100
% of congregations
reporting each method
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• Few congregations have reorganized or started new won
ship services for distinct age, racial or ethnic, or inter¬
est groups (MVP, 6 percent; US CLS, 7 percent) or for
people who don’t usually attend (MVP, 4 percent; US
CLS, 9 percent).
• Somewhat more congregations (MVP, 14 percent; US
CLS, 12 percent) have been involved in planning or
growing a new congregation.
• All congregations provide services for their members and
for others in the community. Figure 3 shows the services
provided by MVP and US CLS congregations in the pre¬
vious twelve months. An average MVP church provid¬
ed services in six of the areas shown. MVP churches are
more likely than US CLS congregations to have pro¬
vided health-related services, voter registration or edu¬
cation, prison or jail ministry, economic development
activities, and unemployment services.
Congregational Politics
• MVP churches are more likely than US CLS congrega¬
tions to have a variety of rules about the behavior of
members (Figure 4). The largest differences are for use
of alcohol, gambling, and smoking.
• More MVP churches describe their theological stand as
“right in the middle” (52 percent) than do US CLS
congregations (29 percent). US CLS congregations are
more apt to say they are “on the conservative side” (US
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MVP PROTESTANT CHURCH SUMMARY
Introduction
Members Voice Project (MVP) is the nation’s most compre¬
hensive survey of African-American congregational life from the
perspective of the people in the pews. This resource reflects the
data collected from more than 13,000 parishioners of Protestant
congregations in twenty-seven states and the District ofColumbia.
The MVP study enables local congregations, denominational
officials, and others to understand what congregations are doing
regarding their spiritual lives, reaching out to their communities,
and developing their congregational identities *
Building Spiritual Connections
Spiritual connections are made through worshipers’ pri¬
vate devotional activities and their participation in congrega¬
tional activities such as worship services.
Private Devotions. About 51 percent of the people in MVP
Black congregations spend time every day in private devotional
activities (such as prayer, meditation, or reading the Bible alone).
MVP African-American worshipers are more likely to spend
*Editor’s note: The graphs in this survey represent MVP African-
American Protestant church data and U.S. Congregational Life (US
CLS) data. The MVP survey was conducted in conjunction with the
US CLS study that surveyed a diverse sample of 2,000 predominant¬
ly Euro-American U.S. congregations. Go to www.uscongregations.org
for information regarding US CLS.
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time in these activities as compared to US CLS worshipers across
the country. (The national average among worshipers is 45 per-






Every Day Most Days Less Often
Or Never
Growing in Faith. About half of the people in Americas con-
gregations (55 percent) and 75 percent in MVP African'American
churches have experienced significant growth over the last years,
through any source. Halfofworshipers in MVP African'American
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Help with Everyday Living. To what extent do the worship serv¬
ices of their congregations help worshipers with everyday living?
Seventy percent of MVP Black worshipers reported they are
helped “to a great extent” by worship or congregational activi¬






A Great Extent Some Extent Small Extent/
Not At All
Meeting Spiritual Needs. Like the majority of worshipers across
the U.S., 83 percent of MVP Protestant worshipers feel their
congregation meets their spiritual needs—the same percentage
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Worship Experiences. Meaningful worship experiences are
central for most congregations and their members. In MVP
Protestant congregations, the largest number of worshipers “usu¬
ally” or “always” experience God’s presence during worship. The
smallest percentage of worshipers “usually” or “always” experi¬
ence boredom.
Making Music. MVP Protestants prefer the following styles of
music in congregational worship: music from a variety of cultures (51
percent), traditional hymns (43 percent), and African-American
gospel music (42 percent). Across the country, worshipers reported
the following preferences most often: traditional hymns (61 percent),
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Building Inside Connections
Worshipers connect with others in congregations through group
activities (such as church school, prayer and study groups, and fellow¬
ships or clubs), serving in leadership roles, and through financial support.
Involving Worshipers. How are worshipers involved in MVP
Protestant congregations? Overall, 77 percent of MVP worshipers
participate in small-group activities. About half are active in
group activities like Sunday school, church school, or Sabbath
school (45 percent); prayer, discussion, or Bible study groups (46
percent); or fellowships, clubs, or other social groups (44 percent).
The percentage for MVP congregations is higher than the US







Yes, Any Church School,
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Involving Leaders. How many worshipers serve in leadership roles
in MVP Protestant congregations? Seventy'four percent hold at
least one leadership position in their congregation (such as govern'
ing board, committee, choir or usher, church school teacher, etc.).





One or More None
Leader Role
Belonging Here. Do worshipers in MVP Protestant congrega'
tions feel like they belong? Eighty'nine percent report a strong
sense of belonging to their congregation, similar to that found in
the typical congregation. SixtyTive percent of congregants in
MVP Protestant congregations claimed this sense ofbelonging has





Yes, Strong Yes, Strong and
and Growing Steady or Declining
MVP Protestants
USCLS
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Making Friends. Are worshipers developing friendships with
others in their congregations? About 73 percent of MVP
Protestant worshipers say some or all of their close friends are
members of the same congregation. This is similar to the US
CLS national picture wherein 67 percent of worshipers say they










Giving. Financial support connects people to a congregation
and its mission. In MVP Protestant congregations, 98 percent
make financial contributions, including 55 percent who regularly
give 10 percent or more of their net income to their congregation.
Nationally, 93 percent of worshipers make financial contribu¬
tions, and 19 percent give 10 percent or more of their net income.
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Being a Team. Do worshipers feel there is a connection
between leaders and worshipers in their congregation? Most won
shipers in MVP Protestant congregations (84 percent) agree with
the statement “In general, there is a good match between our con¬
gregation and our minister, pastor, or priest.” Across all worshipers in





How do MVP Protestant congregations connect to the
community and nonmembers? Outside connections consist of
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Inviting Others. Do MVP Protestant worshipers invite others to
attend worship services? In the past twelve months, 73 percent
invited a friend or relative who does not attend their congrega¬
tions’ services to their worship services. Tins trend is significantly
greater than that of the average US CLS congregation wherein
46 percent asked someone to attend their worship services.
the Past 12 Months
Reaching Out. How many worshipers contribute to their con¬
gregation’s outreach or evangelism efforts? In MVP Protestant
congregations, 35 percent join in these types of activities to reach
out to the wider community. This percentage is unlike the
national picture wherein 13 percent report being involved in
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Serving the Community. Are MVP Protestant worshipers
involved in any community service, social justice, or advocacy
activities/ Fifty-six percent of MVP Protestant worshipers take part
in service or advocacy activities. Some join in community service
activities organized through their congregation (35 percent of MVP
Protestants take part in such groups). Some MVP Protestant wor¬
shipers (41 percent) participate in social service or advocacy groups
not connected to their congregation. This is greater than the nation¬
al average for all U.S. worshipers wherein 18 percent overall are
involved in service or advocacy through their congregation, and 29






Yes, Any of Yes, Through Yes, Through
the Following Activities Groups not connected
of this to this
Congregation Congregation
Welcoming New People. How many new people attend MVP
Protestant worship services? About 34 percent of those attending
worship services in MVP congregations have been coming for five
years or less. Nationally, about 34 percent of all US CLS worshipers
report attending for five years or less. Visitors make up 3 percent of
worshipers in MVP congregations. This compares to a national aver¬
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Knowing New People. What type of faith background is typical
of the new people in MVP Protestant congregations? New people
(those attending five years or less) come from four different faith
backgrounds: first-timers (12 percent among MVP Protestants),
those who have never regularly attended anywhere; returnees (19
percent), those who are coming back after not attending anywhere
for several years; switchers (47 percent), those who have participat'
ed in other congregations of different faith traditions; and transfers
(23 percent), those who were participating in another congregation
of the same denomination immediately prior to attending their cur¬
rent congregation.
Getting Here. Do worshipers come from the immediate com-
munity, or do they travel in order to attend? The largest pen
centage of people in participating congregations takes ten miiv
utes or less to travel to services. Most of the people in MVP
Protestant congregations (76 percent) travel twenty minutes or
less to attend services. Across all American congregations, 88





or Less 30 Minutes
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Building Identity Connections
Worshipers have an individual identity based on their age,
education, and other factors. Worshipers also have a congrega¬
tional identity that includes what they value and their dreams
for the congregation’s future.
Your Size. Small congregations dot the landscape, but most wor¬
shipers find themselves in large congregations. The average MVP
Protestant congregation is mid-size, with a median of 125 attendees.
This chart indicates where MVP Protestant congregations fit into




Mega Large Mid-size Small
(over 1000) (351-1000) (101-350) (100 or less)
Your Gender Profile. Who makes up MVP Protestant congre¬
gations? There are fewer men (39 percent) than women (61 per¬
cent) in most US CLS congregations. Women outnumber men in
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Your Age Profile. In most congregations across the country,
those aged forty-five - sixty-four comprise the largest group
(36 percent). The average age of worshipers in MVP con¬
gregations is forty-five, six years younger than the national
average of fifty-one. People in the age range of forty-five -
sixty-four comprise the largest age group in MVP Protestant
congregations.
15-24 25-44 45-64 65 and above
Your Educational Background. Worshipers in the U S. tend to
be well educated. The U.S. Census indicates that about 23 percent
of people across the country hold a college degree as an education¬
al minimum. Among US CLS worshipers, the figure is 41 percent.
In MVP Protestant congregations, 33 percent report a college or
advanced degree.
College or Some College High School
Advanced Degree or less
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Your Household Type. Most worshipers in America are married;
this is not true in MVP congregations. Overall, 49 percent of wor¬
shipers have children living at home, similar to the results for MVP
Protestant congregations (48 percent). The U.S. Census indicates
that only 52 percent of the population is currently married and








Seeing Possibilities. How open to change and new directions are
worshipers in MVP congregations? Many worshipers in MVP Protestant
congregations (60 percent) feel the congregation is always ready to try
something new. More than three-quarters of worshipers (83 percent)
also express a sense of excitement about the congregations future.
Many worshipers in US CLS congregations describe their congre¬
gation as willing to try new things (61 percent) and excited about
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This congregation is always ready to try something new
and has a sense of excitement. Worshipers also have a congre-
gational identity that includes what they value and their dreams
for their congregation’s future.
What You Value. What do worshipers in MVP African'American
congregations value? MVP worshipers most value preaching, Bible
study groups, Holy Communion, reaching the unchurched, and tra¬
ditional worship.
Committing to the Future. Do worshipers in MVP African-
American congregations claim a clear vision, goals, or direction
for their congregation’s ministry and mission? Most worshipers in
MVP congregations believe there is a clear vision or direction for
the future. However, some are not sure that the vision is clear, or
that it exists (28 percent). The national average indicates most
US CLS worshipers believe their congregation has a clear vision
for the future (71 percent).
to them committed unaware
to them of them
 
Christine D. Chapman
PEELING BACK THE LAYERS OF THE ONION:
HEARING FROM PEOPLE IN THE PEWS
ABOUT THEIR EXPERIENCE OF
CONGREGATIONAL LIFE
Introduction
An elemental bond of group identity is belonging to a
religious community. For African Americans the church has
long played a role of sanctuary. Social conditions placed a
special burden on Black churches; they had to be social cen¬
ters, political forums, school houses, mutual aid societies,
refuges from racism and violence, and places of worship.1 The
Black sacred cosmos or the religious worldview of African
Americans is related to their African-American heritage,
which envisaged the whole universe as sacred, and to their
conversion to Christianity during slavery and its aftermath.2
Core values of Black culture like freedom, justice, equality,
African heritage, and racial parity at all levels of human
intercourse, are raised to ultimate levels and legitimated by
the Black sacred cosmos and were given birth and nurtured
in the womb of the Black Church.1 As the spiritual, histor-
^Christine D. Chapman is full-time visiting professor, Department
of Sociology, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Georgia and Research
Director, Institute for Black Religious Life, Interdenominational Theological
Center, also in Atlanta.
'Christine Chapman and Michael Dash, The Shape of Zion: Leadership arid
Life in Black Churches (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2003), 2.
’C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence Mamiya, The Black Church in the African
American Experience (Dirham, NC: Dike University Press, 1990), 2.
’Ibid., 7.
41
42 The Journal of the ITC
ical, cultural, and civic nexus of African-American life, the
African-American church is viewed as the single most important
institution in the Black community. As few scholars and researchers
have unearthed data about African-American congregations, there
is still a wealth of information yet to be discovered—knowledge
that can only he revealed through the primary sources compris¬
ing the African-American church: the people in the pews, pas¬
tors, and church administrators.
Member Voice Project (MVP) is the nation’s most compre¬
hensive survey of African-American congregational life from the
perspective of the people in the pews. During 2003-2004, over
13,000 parishioners of Protestant congregations participated in
the MVP survey. This article reviews several areas of research
on African-American spirituality and congregational life and
discusses ways MVP data will be utilized to broaden the scope
of understanding about African-American congregational life.
Fresh ways by which MVP data contribute extraordinary insights
on African-American spirituality and congregational life while
linking to and building upon research on the role of religion in
the African-American community are suggested.
Building upon and Linking with
Project 2000 Research
In 2000, the largest survey of congregations ever conduct¬
ed in the United States was completed. Faith Communities
Today (FACT) was an inclusive, denominationally sanctioned
program of interfaith cooperation that represented forty-one
denominations and faith groups that provided a public profile
of American congregations. 4 The ITC/FaithFactor Project
4Carl S. Dudley and David A Roozen, Faith Communities Today: A
Report on Religion in the United States Today (Hartford, CT: Hartford
Seminary, 2001), 1-3.
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2000 Study of Black Churches (Project 2000) was a significant
component of the FACT study. Project 2000 is the nation’s
most comprehensive survey of African-American religious
experience from the perspective of the pastor. A total of
1,863 senior pastors or lay leaders of Black or predominantly
Black churches were interviewed by telephone survey. Of the
total 1,863 interviews, 1,482 (77 percent) were conducted
with the pastor while 381 (23 percent) were conducted
with the assistant pastor or senior lay leader." In addition to
participation in the national congregational study, as report¬
ed by FACT, Project 2000 included additional research on
Black urban storefront and megachurches as part of the
Project 2000 study.6 Foci of the Project 2000 study covered
six broad areas:
• Worship and identity
• Location and facilities
• Internal mission oriented programs
• Leadership and organizational dynamics
• Participants
• Finances
Key findings for Project 2000 included:
• Outreach ministries receive a major commitment of
energy and other resources from congregations through¬
out the nation;
'Statistics on the Black Church are from the Gallup Organization,
ITC/FaithFacurr Project 2000 Final Research Report (Atlanta, GA: 2000), 6.
hSee Michael I. N. Dash and Stephen C. Rasor, “Storefront Churches
in Atlanta,” The Journal of the Interdenominational Theological Center
XXIX, nos. 1 and 2 (Fall 2001/Spring 2002): 87-105 and ibid., Tamelyn
Tucker-Wongs, “...The Black Church Megachurch Phenomenon,” 177-
203.
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• Eighty-five percent of Black congregations provide
opportunities for community service;
• Because of the importance given to this commitment
to community, community outreach is as much an
expression of faith as participation in prayer groups,
liturgical practice, or doctrinal study;
• The activities of congregations in the lives of peo¬
ple—in providing them with food and clothing,
building homes, revitalizing neighborhoods, treating
addictions, supplying health care—are immense; and
• A high percentage of African-American pastors are
well educated. Although a small minority of Black
church pastors have a certificate degree or less for
ministry, half have attended Bible college or semi¬
nary. In the full sample of Black churches having a
pastor with a seminary master’s degree, nearly a third
have continued formal education for ministry.
Link with Social/Public Policy IBRL Study
In spring 2003, the Institute for Black Religious Life (IBRL),
Interdenominational Theological Center, Atlanta, conducted
research to examine the types and levels of current and
desired Black church interest in issues identified by the
White House faith-based initiative: at-risk youth, prisoners
and their families, elders in need, substance abuse, wealth cre¬
ation, financial education, church/state separation, role of fathers,
rites of passage, hip-hop music/entertainment, and Afrocentric
culture.7 The purpose of the study was to begin an examina-
'See Christine Chapman, “The Black Church: Charitable Choice,
Devolution, and Obstacles,” The Journal of the Interdenominational
Theological Center XXXI, nos. 1 and 2 (Fall 2003/Spring 2004): 247-
277.
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tion of the role of religion in social and public policy as identified
by the Black Church. Seminarians from diverse backgrounds
completed the survey.
The policy survey examined three aspects of involve-
ment and interest in social issues and public policy on the
part of the participants’ churches: current involvement,
desired involvement, and sermon topic. In order to determine
the demographics of participants, gender and age, nationality,
denominational affiliation, location (state) of the participants’
home church (many of the seminary participants attend
seminary away from their home state), whether the church
was urban, rural, suburban, size of congregation, and the
pastor’s educational level were observed. The intent was to
identify predominant characteristics of the churches and
congregations of the seminarians participating in the sur¬
vey. Two hundred respondents participated in the survey
with the following findings:
• Participants were predominantly male (55 percent);
• Age: 34 percent between 30-39; 28 percent 50 and older;
22 percent 40-49; 16 percent below 30;
• Ninety-eight percent of participants were African
American with 2 percent Black non-U.S. citizens;
• Twenty-five percent were Baptist; 15 percent African
Methodist Episcopal. The remainder were evenly dis¬
tributed among Christian Methodist Episcopal,
Presbyterian, United Methodist, Church of God in
Christ, and Disciples of Christ;
• States of the home churches represented were pre¬
dominately southern: Georgia, Texas, Tennessee,
Alabama, South Carolina, North Carolina, Louisiana,
Mississippi, and Florida. Northeast/M id-region: New
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Jersey, New York, and Virginia. Twenty-seven percent
of respondents said their home churches were in
Georgia;
• Over 30 percent of the participants stated their
churches were in urban areas, with the next largest
group from suburban locations. Less than 10 percent
responded that they were rural;
• Thirty-five percent of the respondents were affiliat¬
ed with congregations with over 350 members. The
remaining churches were small in size—between 50
and 99 members; and
• Seventy-five percent of the respondents reported pas¬
tors with education levels of seminary or higher.
Since the participants in the policy study were semi¬
nary students, this demographic data had little to no
significance.
A central theme of religiosity within the Black Church is
the spiritual and community outreach connections. The pol¬
icy research demonstrated that a desire to be involved with
ministries supported by the White House faith-based initiative
is high among seminary-trained religious leaders. Ministries
identified by the faith-based initiative reported a desired aver¬
age increase of 68 percent over current levels of ministry
activity. Of special note is the desired increase of 111 percent
for activities related to substance abuse. All respondents also
indicated a desired increase in the levels of activity for min¬
istries related to social and public policy. Of the six social pol¬
icy areas surveyed, access to health had the highest interest
(77.7 percent), followed by financial education (75.8 per¬
cent), wealth creation (74-8 percent), minority representa-
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tion (71.2 percent), affirmative action (643 percent) and
welfare reform (53.9 percent).8 But for the researchers involved
in this follow-up study to Project 2000, the question became,
“In what ministries related to social and public policy do the
people in the pews want to be involved?”
“Faith-based” has become such a common qualifier for
“social services” that it is easy to assume the concept is widely
understood among church members. When MVP researchers
were asked to participate in the U.S. Congregational Life
Survey (USCLS), of particular interest was the inclusion of
survey questions related to types of social and public issues.
MVP thus added the following question to the original U.S.
Congregational Life survey instrument:
In which of the following ministries would you like
your congregation to be involved? (Mark all that
apply.)
• Housing for senior citizen programs or assistance
• Other senior citizen programs or assistance
• Prison or jail ministry
• Counseling or support groups
• Substance abuse or twelve-step recovery programs
• Day care, pre-school, before- or after-school programs
• Other programs for children or youth
• Emergency relief or financial assistance
8Data generated from the follow-up research for the spring 2003
White House initiative hy the Institute for Black Religious Life have
been presented hy the writer at the following professional conferences:
“Getting a Piece of the Faith-Based Pie,” American Sociological
Association, section on Sociology of Religion Annual Meeting,
Atlanta, August 2003; “Research Report: Black Religious Life in
America,” NAACP Eighth Annual National Religious Leadership
Summit, Atlanta, November 2003.
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• Economic development
• Financial education
• Health-related programs and activities
• Activities for unemployed people
• Political or social justice activities (voter registra¬
tion, etc.)
Below are data reported to MVP by the more than 13,000
Protestant parishioners regarding levels of participation in
social service ministries.
• Housing for senior citizen programs or
assistance 33%
• Other senior citizen programs or assistance 29%
• Prison or jail ministry 34%
• Counseling or support groups 41%
• Substance abuse or twelve-step
recovery programs 22%
• Day care, pre-school, before- or
after-school programs 32%
• Other programs for children or youth 36%
• Emergency relief or financial assistance 22%
• Economic development 21%
• Financial education 21%
• Health-related programs and activities 36%
• Activities for unemployed people 33%
• Political or social justice activities
(voter registration, etc.) 26%
Congregations develop a variety of ways to assist people in
times of special need, sometimes helping their own members,
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but often reaching out to assist others in their communities.0 In
2001, the FACT survey provided data regarding the ways com
gregations across the nation reach out and supply a network
of human services. The proportion of U.S. congregations
represented in FACT is not possible to determine with precb
sion because there is no accurate count of the total number of con'
gregations in the United States. Estimates range from 300,000 to
350,000. Using a mkhpoint estimate of 325,000 total congrega'
tions means that the 260,000 congregations in FACT denomina-
tions and faith groups represent 80 percent of U.S. congrega'
tions.10 Below is a chart indicating the percent of FACT com
gregations supporting at least one social outreach program."
• Migrant/Immigrant 18%
• Employment Related 23%
• Voter Registration/Education 30%
• Social Issue Organizing 33%
• Health Education 33%
• Tutoring 35%
• Substance Abuse 35%
• Day care, Pre-, After-School 37%















’Dudley, Faith Communities Today, 46.
Hhid., 3.
"Ibid., 48.
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In nearly all categories that data were collected in both
the MVP and FACT surveys about outreach ministries (employ-
ment related, substance abuse, day care [pre- after-school], prison
ministry, elderly housing, senior citizen, counseling/hotline, and
cash assistance) percentages ofMVP congregations’ involvement
in social outreach ministries was lower than reported for
national averages in the FACT survey. Since the FACT data
represent information gathered from pastors and MVP, the
perspective of the people in the pews, this discrepancy in
perceptions of amounts of social outreach ministry, however,
requires additional research.
Although the majority of congregations develop resources
to respond to basic human needs in emergency situations,
denominational preferences emerge around particular min¬
istries. The chart below shows the total number of programs
supported by each denominational group within the FACT
study. The number in the right column is the average number
of outreach ministries. The chart reflects both the faith com¬







Catholic and Orthodox 6.4
World 6.4
The IBRL policy study demonstrated that the links
between outreach ministries and social and public policy
issues have broad implications. One broader sociopolitical
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context having particular implications for studying the
spiritual dimension of congregational outreach is devolu¬
tion. Devolution is the decentralization of the social safety
net and the transfer of social responsibilities to the private
sector, a trend that Cnaan, Wineherg and Boddie call the
“newer deal’’—reversing the New Deal welfare policies that
emerged from the Depression and reached their political
apex in the 1960s.12 The proliferation of federal programs
during the 1960s and 1970s produced marked expansion of
the nonprofit sector.1; Alexander considers the devolution
of government policy part of a larger reform movement
deemed the “new public management.”14 The ideology of
this movement is guided by two basic assumptions:
• the efficiency of markets and the value of competi¬
tion as a strategy for enhancing organizational per¬
formance; and
• the conception of management as a generic view derived
from the private sector.
These two trends have generated stronger cooperation between
local governments and nonprofit social service organizations,
under the direction of leaders exhibiting the values of effi¬
ciency, economy, and effectiveness.
'■’See Ram A. Cnaan, Robert J. Wineberg, and Stephanie C. Broddie,
The Newer Deal: Social Work arid Religion in Partnership (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1999).
nSee Elaine B. Backman and Steven Rathgeb Smith, “Healthy
Organizations, Unhealthy Communities?” Nonprofit Management and
Leadership 10 (2000): 355-373.
l4See Jennifer Alexander, “The Impact of Devolution on Nonprofits: A
Multiphase Study of Social Service Organizations,” Nonprofit Management
and Leadership 10, no. 1 (1999): 57-70.
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A foundational assumption of the movement toward devo-
lution is that the impersonal and inflexible nature of govem-
ment, especially the federal government, renders it incapable of
waging an effective war against poverty. A corollary assumption
is that private sector efforts, particularly faith-based ones are
inherently more effective and can mobilize resources with
greater efficiency.1" While empirical research on faith-based
nonprofit organizations is limited, there is available anecdotal
research, which is difficult to access. The dearth of quantitative
research examining the desire for outreach ministries related to
faith-based programs eligible for federal funding is one reason
the MVP study sought data to understand the congregation’s
desire for these types of ministries. Additionally, MVP sought
data to understand the connections between types of min¬
istries supported by Black Protestant congregations.
Spiritual Link with Everyday Lives
The FACT survey highlighted that the majority of con¬
gregations in the U.S. develop resources to respond to basic
human needs in emergency situations, and Black Protestant
congregations supply the greatest number and type of out¬
reach ministries. But the link between social action pro¬
grams and spiritual dynamics is uncharted terrain although
a cluster of studies has significantly contributed to under¬
standing of the faith community’s involvement in public life.
Four major national congregational surveys16—the Independent
15Ibid., Unruh and Ronald J. Sider, “Saving Souls,” 11.
16Heidi Rolland Unruh, Saving Souls, Serving Society: Understanding
the Faith Factor in Church-Based Social Ministry (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2005), 273-274- [An electronic book].
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Sector study,1' America’s Religious Congregations,18 the National
Congregations Study,'1’ the Organizing Religious Work Project,20
and the Faith Communities Today Study21—paint complementa¬
ry portraits of congregations’ ministry priorities and charitable
activities. Alongside these national surveys are many
regional and local studies examining congregational civic
involvement, including the seminal Varieties of Religious
Presence that analyzed congregations in Hartford, CT;22
analysis of the use of space among Chicago congregations by
the Community Workshop on Economic Development;25
Wineburg’s longitudinal research in Greensboro, NC;24
Ammerman’s study of twenty-three congregations in nine
communities undergoing significant change;2" the Urban
1' See Virginia Hodgkinson and Murray S. Weitzman, From Belief to Commitment:
The Community Seivice Acavities and Finances of Religious Congregations in the United
States (Washington, DC: Independent Sector, 1993).
1HSee Susan K. E. Saxon-Harrold, Americas Congregations: Measuring
Their Contribution to Society (Washington, DC: Independent Sector, 2000).
l9See Mark Chaves, “Religious Congregations and Welfare Refonn:
Who Will Take Advantage of ‘Charitable Choice’?” American Sociobgical
Review 64, no. 6 (December 1999): 836-846.
20See Nancy Ammerman, “Doing Good in American Communities:
Congregations and Sendee Organizations Working Together,” Research
Report for the Organizing Religion Work Project (Hartford, CT: Institute for
Religion Research, 2001).
■‘See Dudley, Faith Communities Today, 2001.
::See David Roozen, William McKinney, and Jackson Carroll, Varieties of
Religious Presence: Mission in the Public Life (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1984).
“See Community Workshop on Economic Development, Good Spaces
and Good Work: Research and Analysis of the Extent and Nature of the Use of
Religious Properties in Chicago Neighborhoods (Chicago: Inspired Partnerships
Program of the National Tmst for Historic Preservation in the United States,
1991).
“See Robert J. Wineherg, “Local Human Services Provision by
Religious Congregations: A Community Analysis,” Nonprofit and Voluntary
Sector Quarterly 21, no. 2 (1992): 107-118.
“See Nancy Ammerman, Congregations arid Community (New Brunswick,
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1997).
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Institute’s survey of DC congregations;26 examination of
rural church responses to poverty;2' a capacity study of con¬
gregations in California;28 Wuthnow’s portrait of congrega¬
tional linkages with nonprofits in Lehigh Valley, PA;29
Bartkowski and Regis’s studies of the relief efforts of congre¬
gations in Mississippi;30 McRobert’s analysis of congregations
in Four Corners, a Boston neighborhood;31 a census of the
community-serving activities of Philadelphia congregations;32
and a seven-city study of congregational activity.33
Studies that highlight particular forms of faith-based social
outreach include a study of fifteen Philadelphia area
Protestant churches with active outreach programs;34 Church
and Community Project involving 111 churches developing
social ministries;35 Sherman’s research on congregations involved
26See Tobi Jennifer Prinz, “Faith-Based Service Providers for the
Nations CapitalJournal of Democracy 6, no. 1 (1998): 65-78.
:7See Katherine Amato-von Hemert, “Between Imprisionment and
Integrity: Rural Churches Respond to Poverty and Policy,” Social Work and
Christianity 27, no. 2 (Fall 2000): 188-217.
28See Scott D. Anderson, John Orr, and Carol Silverman, “Can We
Make Welfare Refonn Work,” The California Religious Community Capacity
Study: Final Report (Sacramento, CA: California Council of Churches, 2000).
29See Robert Wuthnow, Linkages between Churches and Faith-Based
Nonprofits (Washington, DC: Aspen Institute, Nonprofit Sector Research
Fund, 2000).
3CSce John P. Bartkowski, John P Regis, and Helen A Regis, “Religious
Civility, Civil Society, and Charitable Choice: Faith-Based Poverty Relief in
the Post-Welfare Era,” in Faith, Morality, and Civil Society, ed. Dale McConkey
and Peter Lawler (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2001), 132-148.
31See Omar McRoberts, “Understanding the ‘New’ Black Pentecostal
Activism: Lessons from Boston Ecumenical Ministries,” Sociology of Religion
60 (1999): 47-70.
,:See Ram A. Cnaan and Stephanie C. Brodie, “Philadelphia Census
of Congregations and Their Involvement in Social Service Delivery,”
Social Service Review 75, no. 4 (2001): 559-580.
33See Unruh, Saving Souls, 2005.
34Ibid.
35Carl S. Dudley and Thomas Van Eck, “Social Ideology and
Community Ministries: Implications from Church Membership Surveys,”
in Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches, ed. Kenneth Bedell and
Alice Jones (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), 5-11.
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in welfare-to-work partnerships;36 Harper’s investigation of
twenty-eight churches doing model community development;5'
and Day’s case studies of ten African-American Philadelphia
churches engaged in economic development.38
Spiritual Link with African-American Families
According to the 2000 Census, the nearly 35 million
African Americans in the United States represent 12.3 per¬
cent of the population.39 Research on families in America
found African Americans are less likely to marry, more like¬
ly to divorce and more likely to live in single-parent, most¬
ly mother-headed families.40 This investigation included
several noteworthy features of African-American families.
First, African-American families have a long history of being
dual-earner families, resulting from economic need; employed
women have played an important role in the African-
American family. They also have more egalitarian family
roles. Black men have more positive attitudes toward work¬
ing wives, assume a slightly larger share of household labor,
and spend more time on domestic tasks and child-care activ¬
ities.41 Second, some evidence indicates a greater likelihood
36Amy Sherman, “A Survey of Church-Government Anti-poverty
Partnerships,” American Enterprise 11, no. 4 (2000): 32-33.
,7See Nile Harper, Urban Churches, Vital Signs: Beyond Charity Toward
Justice (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003).
5sSee Katie Day, Prelude to Struggle: African American Clergy and
Community Organizing for Economic Development in the 1990s (Lanham, MD:
University Press of America, 2000).
wSee U.S. Census Bureau, [table online] (Washington, DC: GPO, 2000,
accessed 1 May 2006); available from http://www.census.gov; Internet.
' See Bryan Strong, Christine DeVault, and Theodore F. Cohen, The
Marriage arid Family Experience: Intimate Relationships in a Changing Society,
9th ed. (Belmont, CA: Thomson Wadsworth, 2005), 87-89.
“"See Vonnie McLoyd, Ana Marie Cauce, David Takeuchi, and
Leon Wilson, “Marital Processes and Parental Socialization in Families
of Color: A Decade Review of Research,” Journal of Marriage and the
Family 62, no. 4 (November 2000): 1070-1093.
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of spousal violence and lower levels of reported marital hap¬
piness.42 Third, kinship bonds are especially important, for
they provide economic assistance and emotional support in
times of need.4’ Fourth, African-American families have a
strong tradition of familism with important roles played hy
intergenerational ties.44 Fifth, African Americans value chil¬
dren highly. Finally, African Americans are more likely than
whites to live in extended households, containing several
different families.45 Black children are much more likely to
live in their grandparent’s household or to have grandparents
living with them in their parent’s household.46
Examining the supportive relationships with church
members among African-American families will be an impor¬
tant focus of qualitative analysis of MVP data. Observing
socialization activities, reflecting African-American cultural
themes will reveal possible links between Afro-cultural social¬
ization patterns within African-American congregational life.
We will also explore the links between age and gender along¬
side of the frequency of receiving support from church mem¬
bers. This will give relevant findings on family solidarity and
possible links with church networks, an important component
of cultural capital, another area of MVP research focus.
4:Ibid.
45See Robert J. Taylor, Linda M. Chatters, Belinda Tucker, and
Edith Lewis. “Developments in Research on Black families,” in
Contemporary Families: Looking Forward, Looking Back, ed. Alan Booth
(Minneapolis: National Council on Family Relations, 1991).
44Ibid., Stong et al, 87.
4,Ronald L. Taylor, ed. Minority Families in the United States: A
Multicultural Perspective (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1994).
46See U.S. Census Bureau, “Grandparents Living with Children:
2000” [table on-line] (Washington, DC: GPO, 2000, accessed 1 May
2006); available from http://www.census.gov; Internet.
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Spiritual and Cultural Capital Links
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Social capital—which includes broad social networks,
the reciprocities that arise from them, and the value of
these for achieving mutual goals—has become an influeiv
tial concept in debating and understanding the modem
world.4. The concept of social capital has resonated across aca-
demic disciplines and has moved quickly into the realm of
public discourse. There are several suggested reasons for the
popularity of this concept: primarily, a growing concern to
revalorize social relationships in political discourse; to rein'
troduce a normative dimension into sociological analysis;
and to develop concepts that reflect the complexity and
interrelatedness of the real world.48 Secondly, the concepts of
trust and networks are intrinsic to defining social capital. Robert
Putnam, the Peter and Isabel Malkin Professor of Public Policy at
Harvard University, is credited with popularizing the concept of
social capital in the U.S. Putnam defines social capital sue-
cinctly as “features of social life—networks, nomas, and trust—
that enable participants to act together more effectively to pun
sue shared objects.”49 In other words, interaction enables people
to build communities, to commit themselves to each other, and
to knit the social fabric. A sense of belonging and the concrete
experience of social networks and the relationships of trust and
tolerance can bring great benefits to people.10
4‘Torn Schuller, Stephen Baron, and John Field, “Social Capital: A
Review and Critique,” in Social Capital: Critical Perspectives, ed. Tom
Schuller, Stephen Baron, and John Field (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2000), [If
48Ibid, 2.
4l'See Robert Putnam, “Who Killed Civic America,” Prospect
(March 1996): 66-72.
See Robert Putnam, “Serial Capital and Civic Community” [essay online]
(accessed 1 May 2006); available from http://www.infed.ory/thinkers/putram.htm;
Internet.
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How, then, can these three “features”—networks,
norms and trust—he applied to civic life as experienced in
African-American Protestant congregations? Few areas of
American scholarship have produced as much exciting new
work in recent decades as African-American studies. An
outpouring of scholarship on slavery, emancipation, late-
nineteenth-century race politics, and southena segregation dom¬
inated studies through the 1970s. But as scholars moved forward
to explore twentieth-century African-American history, the
examination of Black life and culture provide a central focus.
These changes in scholarly focus were paralleled by shifts in
interpretation and analysis. A previous emphasis was on phys¬
ical and institutional structures of Black community and the
degree to which whites regulated and controlled Black life.
Later studies emphasized an “agency model,” demonstrating
the extent to which slavery and freedom shaped and con¬
trolled destinies. Gilbert Osofsky," writing on Harlem, and
Allan Spear,52 writing on Chicago, for example, concentrat¬
ed on the creation of ghetto and Black urban life generally.
Current studies, though, reflect a shift back to Black south¬
ern roots and an emphasis on internal focus, on kinship and
communal networks, class and culture, and the importance
of church and theology in Black communities. Scholars are
beginning to recognize the degree to which religious convic¬
tion empowered African Americans and moved them to
action. Project 2000 clearly found that people within histor¬
ically Black religious institutions are driven by their faith to
help and serve others. A particular focus for qualitative analy-
51See Gilbert Osofsky, Harlem: The Making of a Ghetto, Negro New
York, 1890 -i930 (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee Publishers, 1996).
52See Allan Spear, Black Chicago; The Making of a Negro Ghetto,
1890'1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967).
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sis of MVP data is examining the extent to which social and
cultural capital are empowering or constraining congrega¬
tional life and social outreach ministries.
Women and Leadership Issues
The African-American church is known as a focal point
for social involvement within the African-American com¬
munity. Seventy-four percent of the respondents complet¬
ing the MVP survey reported they hold at least one leader¬
ship position in their congregation (such as governing
board, committee, choir or usher, church school teacher,
etc). This is nearly double the average reported by US CLS
congregations. Why are African-American congregations
so leadership heavy? How is leadership perceived in
African-American congregations? How does ministerial
leadership contribute to the support or constraint of lead¬
ership for people in the pews? What is the role of gender in
the perception of leadership roles within the congregation?
These are beginning inquiry questions MVP researchers are
utilizing to examine leadership, discourse, symbols, and
mentoring in producing lay leaders and shaping the beliefs
and values of the congregation. Of particular interest is
exploring the role of women in church leadership, internal
systems of support for women to exercise leadership, and
spiritual gifts as part of their spiritual development.
Although Black churches throughout history have been
involved in seeking political equality and justice for African
Americans, the inequality of Black women in terms of class
and gender remains an unresolved issue. Even though the
principal programs of the Black Church rely disproportion¬
ately on women for their support and success, all of the tra-
60 The Journal of the ITC
ditional Black religious denominations tend to have basi¬
cally female congregations and mostly male leadership.
Some denominations with typically middle-class congrega¬
tions, most notably the Black Methodists, who have dis¬
played less gender bias when compared to Holiness denom¬
inations, who in turn, appear to demonstrate less class bias
and tend to attract poorer, less educated African Americans.
MVP, however, is providing cutting-edge data regarding par¬
ticipation of Black women in their churches.
The role of women as fully ordained clergy has always
been subject to controversy. For the most part, men have
monopolized the ministry. Many of the founders of Black
churches ignored the unfairness of this practice, even
though it is analogous to the injustices of the white society
against African Americans.5' In recent years, many tradi¬
tional denominations have ordained a greater number of
women ministers, but organizational hurdles have placed a
stained glass ceiling on their opportunities to attain either
pastorates in larger congregations or higher ranking eccle¬
siastical posts. Black women have been limited within their
institutions in leadership roles, which have served as the
primary mechanism for entrance into the political arena by
many prominent Black leaders such as Andrew Young,
Adam Clayton Powell Jr., and Jesse Jackson.
Even with the prestige of Black women at national
church conventions and in spite of the growth of Black
women’s public speaking capability, the distinction between
speaking and teaching as female roles and preaching as a
"’See Gloria T. Hull, Patricia Bell Scott, and Barbara Smith, eds. All
the Women Are White, All the Blacks Are Men, but Some of Us Are Brave:
Black Women’s Studies (Old Westbury, NY: Feminist Press, 1982).
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male role is the norm in many Black churches. It has been
suggested that this sexual division of labor was an accorn-
modation to the dominant culture’s reading of biblical texts
on women’s roles.'4 It has been documented that on all
organizational levels women are concentrated in tradition¬
al women’s areas of work rather than the top leadership
positions of churches. They are accorded greater participa¬
tion on the decision-making boards of smaller churches but
not larger ones. Women are found in the membership and
on the staffs of agencies that are connected to missions and
education, the historic channels for women’s work, but sel¬
dom in the ones that could serve as spring boards to politi¬
cal activity." Black women have been rewarded for accom¬
plishments in supportive roles.
Social welfare was not considered a primary role for
men in African-American culture and therefore this activ¬
ity was delegated to the women of the church56 who found¬
ed ministries catering to urban areas. In these ministries
they preached, ran day care and food distribution centers,
and educated those who sought them out. Fund raising was
only one of the ways women demonstrated that they in
essence were the foundation of the church, even though
men were in the forefront and received most of the recog¬
nition. Money was the means to attain success for African
missions, and women were the principal players in raising
it. Because opportunities for women within the traditional
54See Jualyne E. Dodson and Cheryle Townsend Gilkes, “Something
Within: Social Changes and Collective Endurance in the Sacred World
of Black Christian Women” in Women and Religion in America, ed.
Rosemary Radford Ruether and Rosemary Skinner Keller (San
Francisco: Harper and Row, 1981).
5SSee Jacquelyn Grant, White Women’s Christ arid Black Women’s Jesus:
Feminist Christology and Womanist Response (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989).
56See William E. Montgomery, Under Their Oum Vine and Fig Tree:
The AfricamAmerican Church in the South 1865'1900 (Baton Rouge,
LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1993).
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ministry of Black churches were limited, the missionary pro¬
fession was appealing to many African-American women. It
gave them the opportunity to pursue leadership roles not
normally available in America. In addition to the primary
MVP survey instrument utilized by parishioners, church
pastors and church administrators were also surveyed. Data
derived from the leader and administrator surveys will pro¬
vide evidence regarding current roles of women in leader¬
ship positions of the church. Additional focus will also be
given to the role of the church in social networks of elder¬
ly African Americans. Early MVP findings suggest that
church-sponsored activities are vital to the social networks
of elderly African Americans.
Conclusion
At the time of this article, MVP researchers have had
access to the cumulative data for approximately three
months. It is clear that further exploration of the data will
be like peeling back the layers of an onion with many lay¬
ers of data, like the layers of skin on an onion, needing to
be examined. Early stages of analysis by MVP researchers
have been initiated in the following areas: examining the
spiritual link with everyday lives; spiritual and cultural cap¬
ital links; women and church leadership; and the spiritual
links with social and public policy. In both MVP and the
Project 2000 study, we found that people are driven by their
faith to help and serve others. Although we can celebrate
the amount of community outreach in which Black reli¬
gious groups are involved (greatest among all religious
groups), there is much we do not know about the type,
degree, quality, and impact of these community outreach
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programs and the ways that vital Black spirituality plays a
role. Unfortunately, while nearly everyone can see hits and
pieces of this work, overall we know little about how much
of this work takes place. We know that there is much hap¬
pening, but how much of it, what is being done, how it is
funded, and a host of other questions are unresolved con¬
cerns. We also know very little about the success rate of
these programs. In many ways, this lack of data presents few
problems, but in other ways it hinders the ability of faith
groups to do their work and do it well. Only when research
confronts the full range of community outreach within the
Black Church will we begin to better understand the behav¬
ior and decision-making of these organizations and, as a







Congregational profile surveys were completed by one per-
son in each of thirty predominantly African-American Catholic
parishes participating in MVP. Results are compared here to those
of the random sample of congregations that participated in the
2001 U.S. Congregational Life Survey1 to help MVP leaders
readily identify the unique strengths of Catholic African-
American congregations. (Responses from MVP Protestant
churches and mosques are not included.)
Facilities
• Most MVP Catholic parishes hold their primary services
in a church (MVP, 97 percent; US CLS, 90 percent).
Over 90 percent own their own buildings.
• Four in ten MVP Catholic parishes report their facilities
are used or rented by community groups at least once a
week; such use occurs weekly in 39 percent of US CLS
congregations as well.
• MVP facilities have larger seating capacities (MVP Catholic
median, 410; US CLS median, 258).
^Stephen C. Rasor, MVP Director, is professor of Sociology of Religion
and director of the Doctor of Ministry Program, Interdenominational
Theological Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
^Christine D. Chapman is full-time visiting professor, Department of
Sociology, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Georgia and Research Director,
Institute for Black Religious Life, Interdenominational Theological Center,
also in Atlanta.
'A total of 417 congregations in the random sample completed the
US CLS profile survey in April 2001. These congregations include
Protestant churches, Catholic parishes, and nonChristian congregations.
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Size and Finances
• In the year before participating in the survey, average
weekly worship attendance (median) was 275 in MVP
Catholic churches and ninety in US CLS congregations.
• The total number of adults (people eighteen years or older) regie
larly participating in the life of the congregation averaged 220 in
MVP Catholic churches and eighty in US CLS congregations.
• Almost all congregations (over 90 percent in both sam¬
ples) report that the largest source of income for the con¬
gregation is offerings, pledges, and donations.
• Few MVP Catholic churches (13 percent) describe their
financial situation as an “increasing financial base.” A
stable financial situation exists in 53 percent of MVP
Catholic and US CLS congregations. One-third of MVP
Catholic parishes report a declining financial base.
Worship
• Few MVP Catholic churches hold one or two worship servic¬
es in a typical week (32 percent). (Among US CLS congrega¬
tions, 56 percent hold one or two weekly services.) One-half of
MVP Catholic churches hold five or more weekly services.
• Six in ten MVP Catholic parishes (63 percent) have primary wor¬
ship services that are less than 1.5 hours long. Three in ten (36
percent) report that their primary service lasts at least 1.5 hours;
only 15 percent ofUS CLS congregations have services that long.
• Most MVP Catholic services (72 percent) include homilies that
are between eleven and twenty minutes long. One-half of US
CLS congregations have sermons of die same length.
• Seventy-seven percent of MVP Catholic churches (hut only
57 percent of US CLS congregations) use a written outline
or bulletin in worship.
MVP Catholics
US CLS
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• Figure 1 shows elements included in worship services.
While several elements are more common in MVP
Catholic churches, e.g., silent prayer, raising hands in
praise, drums/electric guitar, incense, a few are more com¬
mon in US CLS congregations, e.g., time for children.
Figure 1: Elements Included in the Primary Worship Service
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Communion/Lord's Supper
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• Reorganizing or starting new worship services for distinct age, racial
or ethnic, or interest groups is rare (MVP Catholics, 10 percent; US
CLS, 7 percent), as is starting services for people who don’t usu-
ally attend (MVP Catholics, 0 percent; US CLS, 9 percent).
Outreach and Community Involvement
All congregations provide for their members and for others in the
community. Figure 2 shows sendees for nonmembers provided by
MVP Catholics and US CLS congregations.
Figure 2: Reaching Out to Nonmembers
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Other Services and Programs
Somewhat more than half of congregations (MVP
Catholics, 62 percent; US CLS 58 percent) use small
groups for sharing or spiritual growth.
Nine in ten MVP Catholic churches (90 percent)
and 68 percent of US CLS congregations have organ-
ized prayer groups. MVP Catholic churches most often
describe these groups as “attached to specific classes,
groups, or ministries” (43 percent) or “part of our
small group program” (23 percent). Some have groups
that meet at certain times of the year (20 percent) or
groups that meet infrequently (10 percent).
Large majorities of congregations offer religious educa¬
tion classes (MVP Catholics, 100 percent; US CLS, 98
percent).
The largest groups of MVP Catholic churches issue
invitations to service (43 percent) or to join a group
(43 percent) to ensure new members become integrated
into the life of the congregation. MVP Catholic church¬
es are less likely than US CLS congregations to offer a
group or class specifically for new members (MVP Catholics,
23 percent; US CLS, 42 percent). The largest group of US
CLS congregations (57 percent), hut few MVP Catholic
churches (13 percent) report using follow-up visits by
members or clergy for this purpose.
Few MVP Catholic churches (14 percent) and only 28
percent of US CLS congregations report that one or more
members entered ministry in the previous five years.
Few congregations (MVP Catholics, 3 percent; US CLS,
12 percent) have been involved in planting or growing a
new congregation.
All congregations provide services for their members and
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for others in the community. Figure 3 shows the services
provided by MVP Catholics and US CLS congregations in
the previous twelve months. An average MVP Catholic
parish provided services in nine of the areas shown. MVP
Catholic churches are much more likely than US CLS
congregations to have provided health-related services,
voter registration or education, an elementary school, polit¬
ical or social justice activities, and community organizing.
MVP Catholics
US CLS
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Figure 3: Services for Members and Others
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Congregational Politics
• MVP Catholic churches are less likely than US CLS con-
gregations to have a variety of rules about the behaviors
of members (Figure 4). The largest differences are for use
of alcohol and gambling.
• More MVP Catholic churches describe their theological
stand as “right in the middle” (41 percent) than do US CLS
congregations (29 percent). US CLS congregations are
more apt to say they are “on the conservative side” (US
CLS, 60 percent; MVP Catholics, 17 percent).
Figure 4: Rules and Prohibitons
% of congregations reporting
rules in each area
MVP Catholics
US CLS
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MVP CATHOLIC CHURCH SUMMARY
Introduction
Members Voice Project (MVP) is the nation’s most compre'
hensive survey of African'American congregational life from the
perspective of the people in the pews. This resource reflects the
data collected from more than 6,438 worshipers in thirty'eight
Catholic congregations in twenty'Seven states and the District of
Columbia. The MVP study enables local congregations, denomi'
national officials, and others to understand what congregations are
doing regarding their spiritual lives, reaching out to their commu'
nities, and developing their congregational identities.*
Building Spiritual Connections
Spiritual connections are made through worshipers’ private
devotional activities and their participation in congregational
activities such as worship services.
Private Devotions. About 52 percent of the people in MVP
Catholic congregations spend time every day in private devotional
activities (such as prayer, meditation, or reading the Bible alone).
MVP Githolic worshipers are more likely to spend time in these
activities when compared to US CLS worshipers across the country
(The national average is 45 percent who spend time every day in pri'
vate devotional activities.)
*Editor’s note: The graphs in this survey represent MVP African-
American Catholic church data and U.S. Congregational Life (US
CLS) data. The MVP survey was conducted in conjunction with the
US CLS study that surveyed a diverse sample of 2,000 predominant¬
ly Euro-American U.S. congregations. Go to www.uscongregations.org
for information regarding US CLS.
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or Most Days A Week Ur Wever
Growing in Faith. About halfof the people in America's congrega-
tions (55 percent) and 69 percent in MVP Catholic churches report
they have experienced much growth in their faith over the last year,
through any source. Worshipers in MVP Catholic congregations (41
percent) are more likely to say their spiritual growth comes from
involvement in their congregations. Some MVP Catholic worshipers
reported growing in their faith through other groups (10 percent) or
through their own activities (11 percent).
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Help with Everyday Living. To what extent do the worship services
or activities of their congregations help worshipers with everday
living? Seventy percent of MVP Catholic worshipers reported
that they are helped "to a great exent" by worship or congreag'
tional activities. This compares to the US CLS national average
of 45 percent who report finding worship services or activities




A Great Extent Some Extent Small Extent/
Not At All
Meeting Spiritual Needs. Like the majority of worshipers in the
U.S., 84 percent of MVP Catholic worshipers feel that their com
gregation meets their spiritual needs. Across the U.S., 83 pen
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Worship Experiences. Meaningful worship experiences are
central for most congregations and their members. In MVP
Catholic congregations, the largest number of worshipers "usu¬
ally" or "always" experience God's Presence during worship. The
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Joy Sense of Fulfilling Spontaneity Awe/Mystery Frustration Boredom
Obligations
Making Music. MVP Catholics prefer die following styles ofmusic
in congregational worship: music from a variety of cultures (57 per¬
cent), traditional hymns (46 percent), and African-American gospel
music (29 percent). Across the country, worshipers reported the fol¬
lowing preferences most often: traditional hymns (61 percent), praise
music (33 percent), and contemporary hymns (25 percent).
Music from Traditional African-American Praise music Gospel rap Other Contemporary Classical Sung No
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Building Inside Connections
Worshipers connect with others in congregations through group
activities (such as church school, prayer and study groups, and fellow¬
ships or clubs), serving in leadership roles, and financial support
Involving Worshipers. How are worshipers involved in MVP
Catholic congregations? Overall, 50 percent of MVP worshipers
join in small group activities. Some take part in group activities
like Sunday school, church school, or Sabbath school (11 per¬
cent); prayer, discussion, or Bible study groups (20 percent); or
fellowships, clubs, or other social groups (37 percent). The per¬
centage for MVP Catholic congregations is about the same as the







Yes, Any Church School,






78 The Journal of the ITC
Involving Leaders. How many worshipers serve in leadership roles
in MVP Catholic congregations'’ Fifty-one percent hold at least one
leadership position in their congregation (such as governing board,
committee, choir or usher, church school teacher, etc.). About 38
percent of worshipers across die U.S. serve as leaders.
Belonging Here. Do worshipers in MVP Catholic congrega¬
tions feel like they belong? Eighty-nine percent report a strong
sense of belonging to their congregation, which is similar to the
typical congregation. Sixty-five percent in MVP Catholic con¬
gregations said this sense of belonging has been growing and 24
percent said it is steady or declining.
Yes, Strong Yes, Strong and
and Growing Steady or Declining
MVP Catholics
USCLS
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Making Friends. Are worshipers developing friendships with
others in their congregations? About 72 percent of MVP
Catholic worshipers say some or all of their close friends attend
the same congregation. This is similar to the US CLS national
picture where 67 percent of worshipers say they have some close









Giving. Financial support connects people to a congregation
and its mission. In MVP Catholic congregations, 96 percent
make financial contributions including 23 percent who regularly
give 10 percent or more of their net income to their congregation.
Nationally, 93 percent of worshipers make financial contribu¬
tions, and 19 percent give 10 percent or more of their net income.
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Being a Team. Do worshipers feel there is a connection
between leaders and worshipers in their congregation? Most won
shipers in MVP Catholic congregations (84 percent) agree with
the statement: "In general, there is a good match between our
congregation and our minister, pastor, or priest." Across all won
shipers in the U.S., about 84 percent agree with this statement.
Strongly
Building Outside Connections
How do MVP Catholic congregations connect to die commit'
nity and nonmembers? Outside Connections consist of inviting
others to attend, caring for neighbors, and welcoming new people.
MVP Catholics
US CLS
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Inviting Others. Do MVP Catholic worshipers invite others to
attend worship services? In the past twelve months, 57 percent
invited a friend or relative who does not attend a congregation to
their worship services. This is greater than the average US CLS
congregation where 46 percent asked someone to attend worship
services.
the Past 12 Months
Reaching Out. How many worshipers contribute to their com
gregation's outreach or evangelism efforts? In MVP Catholic
congregations, 17 percent join in these types of activities to reach
out to the wider community. This percentage is similar to the
national picture where 13 percent report being involved in








82 The Journal of the ITC
Serving the Community. Are MVP Catholic worshipers involved
in any community service, social justice, or advocacy activities? Fifty-
six percent of MVP Catholic worshipers take part in service or advo¬
cacy activities. Some join in community service activities organized
through their congregation (30 percent ofMVP Catholics take part
in such groups). Some of MVP Catholic worshipers (37 percent)
participate in social service or advocacy groups not connected to
their congregation. This is greater than the national average for all
U.S. worshipers where 18 percent overall get involved in service or
advocacy through their congregation, and 29 percent serve their
communities through groups not connected to their congregation.
Yes, Any of Yes, Through Yes, Through
the Following Activities Groups not connected
of this to this
Congregation Congregation
Welcoming New People. How many new people attend MVP
Catholic worship services? About 19 percent of those attending wor¬
ship services in MVP congregations have been coming for five years
or less. Nationally, about 34 percent of all US CLS worshipers report
attending five years or less. Visitors make up 3 percent of worshipers
in MVP Catholic congregations. This compares to a national aver¬
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Knowing New People. What type of faith background is typical
of the new people in MVP Catholic congregations? New people
(those attending five years or less) come from four different faith
backgrounds: first-timers (10 percent among MVP Catholics),
those who have never regularly attended anywhere; returnees (19
percent), those who are coming back after not attending anywhere
for several years; switchers (13 percent), those who participated in
another congregation with a different faith tradition; and transfers
(58 percent), those who were participating in another congrega¬
tion of the same denomination immediately prior to attending their
current congregation.
Getting Here. Do worshipers come from the immediate com¬
munity or do they travel some time in order to attend? The
largest percentage of people in participating congregations take
ten minutes or less to get to the services. Nearly all of the people
in MVP Catholic congregations (83 percent) travel twenty min¬
utes or less to attend services. Across all American congrega¬
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Building Identity Connections
Worshipers have an individual identity based on their age,
education, and other factors. Worshipers also have a congrega¬
tional identity that includes what they value and their dreams
for the congregation’s future.
Your Size. Small congregations dot the landscape, but most wor¬
shipers find themselves in large congregations. The average MVP
Catholic congregation is mid-size with a median of 275 attendees.
The chart below shows where MVP Catholic congregations fit in





Mena Large Mid-size Small





Your Gender Profile. Who makes up MVP Catholic congrega¬
tions? There are fewer men (39 percent) than women (61 per¬
cent) in most US CLS congregations. Women outnumber men
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Your Age Profile. In most congregations across the country,
those aged forty-five - sixty-four make up the largest group (36
percent). The average age of worshipers in MVP Catholic con¬
gregations is fifty-four. This is older than than the national aver¬
age of fifty-one. People in the age range of forty-five - sixty-four




15-24 25-44 45-64 65 and above
Your Educational Background. Worshipers in the U S. tend to
be well-educated. The U.S. Census shows that about 23 percent
of people across the country hold at least a college degree.
Among US CLS worshipers, the figure is 41 percent. In MVP
Catholic congregations, 36 percent report a college or graduate
degree.
Advanced Degree or less
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Your Household Type. Most worshipers in America are married;
this is not true in MVP congregations. Overall, 49 percent of won
shipers have children living at home, more than the results for
MVP Catholic congregations (43 percent). Again, worshipers dif¬
fer from typical Americans. The U.S. Census indicates that only
52 percent of the population in this country are currently married,








Seeing Possibilities. How open are worshipers in MVP con-
gregations to change and new directions? Many worshipers in
MVP Catholic congregations (63 percent) feel the congregation
is always ready to try something new. Most (77 percent) also
express a sense of excitement about the congregation's future.
Many worshipers in US CLS congregations describe their con'
gregation as willing to try new things (61 percent) and excited
about the future (80 percent).
This congregation is
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What You Value. What do worshipers in MVP Catholic congrega¬
tions value? MVP worshipers most value Holy Communion, preach¬
ing, traditional worship, openness to diversity, wider community care,
and reaching the unchurched.
Committing to the Future. Do worshipers in MVP Catholic con¬
gregations claim a clear vision, goals, or direction for their congre¬
gation's ministry and mission? Most worshipers in MVP congrega¬
tions believe there is a clear vision or direction for the future (68
percent say yes). However, some are not sure daat the vision is clear
or daat it exists (32 percent). The national average shows that most
US CLS worshipers believe their congregation has a clear vision






Yes, and I’m Yes, but They're unclear
committed I'm not or I'm
to them committed unaware




COMPARISON OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN AND
IMMIGRANT-MOSQUE PARTICIPANTS
Introduction
The American-Muslim community is composed largely
of first generation immigrants—mainly from South Asia and
Arab lands—and first generation African-American con¬
verts. Although this demographic is changing as the second
generation of both immigrants and converts slowly come of
age, the reality remains that relations between African-
American Muslims and immigrant Muslims constitute one
of the most decisive dynamics in the American-Muslim com¬
munity. Works on the African-American Muslim experience
have described an uneasy and often contentious relationship
between African Americans and immigrants.1 Peter Skerry, in
a recent article observes, “African-American Muslims tend to
see the world very differently from their immigrant coreligion¬
ists. Relations between African-American and immigrant
Muslims are strained at worst, wary at best.”:
Differences between African-American and immigrant
Ihsan Bagby is associate professor, Islamic Studies, University of
Kentucky, Lexington, Kentucky.
'See Aminah Beverly McCloud, African American Islam (New York:
Routledge, 1995); Richard Brent Turner, Islam in the African-American
Experience, 2nd ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003);
Robert Dannin, Black Pilgrimage to Islam (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2002); Carolyn Moxley Rouse, Engaged Surrender: African
American Women and Islam (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2004); Sherman Jackson, Islam and the Blackamerican: Looking towards the
Third Resurrection (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005).
Peter Skerry, “America’s Other Muslims,” Wilson Quarterly 29, no.
4 (Autumn 2005): 23.
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Muslims are long standing, and the origin and history of the
two groups are extremely distinct. African-American Islam
emerged in the 1920s, on the heels of Marcus Garvey, as a
challenge by African Americans to white racism and white
intellectual hegemony. More recently, large numbers of
African Americans converted to Islam in the 1960s and
1970s, imbued with the spirit of Black power and Black con¬
sciousness. Immigrant Muslims, arriving in large numbers in
the 1970s, came from a fractured Muslim world, some seek¬
ing economic betterment, and others fleeing political
oppression. Each group carries its own unique cultural bag¬
gage that shapes its understanding of Islam. Class differences
are also a distinguishing feature between the two. Many immi¬
grant Muslims have fulfilled the American dream by becom¬
ing highly educated and well-to-do, while many African-
American Muslims seem to be still working their way up
America’s economic ladder. Reflecting these differences,
African-American and immigrant Muslims have historically
lived separate existences within organizations made up of
their own kind.
There are signs, however, that these differences are not as real
as they appear and that they are in fact lessening as this first gener¬
ation of immigrants and converts mature. The clearest sign might
be the diversity ofAmerican mosques: only 7 [percent] ofAmerican
mosques are attended exclusively by one ethnic group and African
Americans are found in 87% of all mosques.3
From this perspective, the sharp differences, founded in
differing histories and cultures, are in fact ameliorating as
dhsan Bagby, Paul M. Perl, and Bryan T. Froehle, The Mosque in
America: A National Portrait (Washington, DC: Council on American-
Islamic Relations, 2001), 15.
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immigrants become more acculturated to America and
African-American Muslims become more acculturated to
Islam and the Muslim world. By focusing on differences, it
is possible to miss the emerging trajectory of convergence.
Peter Skerry’s article, for instance, highlights the differences
between the annual conventions of the major African-
American Muslim group (Imam W. Deen Mohammed’s The
Mosque Cares) and the major immigrant group (Islamic Society
of North America), which convened at the same time, in the
same city.4
The differences are real, but it is also true that these
conventions scarcely took notice of one another in the
past; but since the 1990s, the leaders of each organization
have on many occasions addressed the other’s convention.
Arrangements now exist whereby registration in one con¬
vention is honored by the other.
U. S. Mosque Life Survey
The purpose of this essay is to explore the differences
(and similarities) between African-American and immi¬
grant-mosque participants by using the data of the U.S.
Mosque Life Survey (Mosque Survey), which was conduct¬
ed in 2005. This survey is part of a wider study of all reli¬
gious congregations in America (U.S. Congregational Life)
and a study of African-American Christian congregations
(Members Voice Project). All three studies employ virtual¬
ly identical questionnaires.
4Skerry, “America’s Other Muslims,” 19.
92 The Journal of the ITC
Selected Mosques
The Mosque Survey selected fifty mosques, which are
representative of American mosques in terms of ethnicity,
size, and region. Of these, twenty-five participated in the
survey with the attendees completing a questionnaire at
their mosques. These twenty-five mosques consisted of
fourteen attended by immigrants, seven with both immi¬
grants and African Americans, and four with African
Americans. The total number of mosque participants com¬
pleting questionnaires was 1270, of which 781 were identi¬
fied as first-generation immigrants and 178 were African
American. The remaining participants were second-gener¬
ation immigrants and other converts. The writer used only




African Americans 178 14%
Second Generation 203 16%
Other Converts 108 9%
(unclassified respondents due to missing data: 146)
African-American participants include those who attend
two mosques associated with the leadership of Imam W. Deen
Mohammed (WDM mosque); two mosques historically Sunni
African-American mosques (HSAAM mosque); and African
Americans who attend immigrant mosques (mixed mosque).
Imam Mohammed is the son and successor to Elijah
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Muhammad, the founder of the Nation of Islam. Following
Elijah Muhammad’s death in 1975, Imam Mohammed coura¬
geously transformed the Nation of Islam into a mainstream
Muslim organization, jettisoning not only the Nation’s sectarian,
Islamic theology but also the radicalism and harsh rhetoric
against America. The HSAAM are those mosques that did
not follow Elijah Muhammad in the past and do not present¬
ly follow Imam Mohammed. Instead, they have sought to
embrace normative Islam. Their roots, like the Nation of
Islam, are founded in the 1930s; but while the Nation experi¬
enced great growth in the 1950s and 1960s, the HSAAM lan¬
guished. However, since the 1970s, HSAAM have experi¬
enced significant growth; their numbers are now close to
WDM mosques.
African-American Participants in
the U.S. Mosque Life Survey
Type of
mosque attended Number Percentage
WDM Mosque 22 12%
HSAAM Mosque 55 31%
Mixed Mosque 101 57%
Educational Background and Income Levels
Socio-economic indicators are quite different for
African-American and immigrant-mosque participants. In
general, African-American mosque goers have a lower edu¬
cational and income level than their immigrant counter¬
parts. Immigrant Muslims constitute one of the most edu-
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cated and highest salaried groups in America. Among immi¬
grants participating in this survey, 43 percent have attained
a masters degree or better, compared to 10 percent for
African-American participants. Over 63 percent of immi¬
grant-mosque participants have an income above $50,000




High school or less 11%
Some college 9%















100,000 or more 28% 5%
Conservativism/Liberalism of Participants
The U.S. Mosque Survey gauged the religious conserv-
ativism/liberalism of mosque participants. The main ques¬
tion queried participants’ understanding of how the Quran
and sunnah (the tradition of the Prophet Muhammad), the
two authoritative texts of Islam, are to be followed. The
response categories are as follows:
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1. Follow Quran and sunnah in “a more flexible fashion,
in light of historical and modern circumstances and
the purpose of the Law.” This choice might be called
a contextual approach, meaning that the authorita¬
tive texts of Islam are to be adhered to hut with an
eye to historical circumstances and the spirit of the
texts. This approach tends to be more flexible and,
therefore, more liberal than the other categories.
2. Follow one particular madhhab. A madhhab refers to
one of the classical legal schools of thought; there¬
fore, a person who follows one of these schools is
most likely he more traditional in understanding
and practicing Islam.
3. Follow Quran and sunnah in a “more conservative
fashion, in accordance to the opinions of the great
scholars of the past.” This option means that par¬
ticipants do not feel bound to any of the classical
legal schools, yet still look to the great scholars of
the classical period for answers. This approach,
although varied, tends to be more conservative.
4. Follow the salafi school of thought. The salafi school
of thought refers to the position that all Islamic issues
should he referred back to the sources of Islam—
Quran and sunnah—and the opinions of the early
scholars (the salaf) as opposed to following any one
particular classical school. The salafi school of thought
in its recent manifestation tends to be literalistic and
conservative in its interpretation of Islam.
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5. Accept Quran and sunnah “but not necessarily prac-
tice their injunctions.” The last response category
encompasses the position that Quran and sunnah
and, therefore, Islamic Law should no longer be
considered obligatory. This position is comparable
to those liberal religious adherents who view their
religious texts as being historical and not necessarb
ly the word of God.




Classical School 21% 18%
Great scholars 24% 32%
Salafi 4% 11%
Liberal 1% 1%
Don’t Know 7% 13%
(N=742) (N=170)
Total N=912 After eliminating “Liberal” because of its
small number, chi-square is significant at .000 level.
Cramer’s V=.178 and is significant at .000 level.
Mosque participants, both immigrant and African-
American, hold varied views on understanding Islam. Overall,
however, African-American mosque participants tend to be
more conservative. Among immigrants, 42 percent espouse
the more flexible contextual approach, while 25 percent of
African American holds the same view. Almost one-third
of African Americans (32 percent) adhere to the more con-
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servative approach of following the great classical scholars,
compared to 24 percent of immigrants.
Closer inspection, however, reveals that African
Americans are divided on this question: the followers of
WDM tend to be more liberal than immigrants and the
HSAAM Muslims tend to he more conservative.
Islamic Approach and African-American
Mosque Participants
WDM HSAAM Mixed
Contextual 50% 18% 24%
Classical School 23% 29% 11%
Great scholars 14% 27% 38%
Salafi 0% 14% 11%
Liberal 0% 0% 1%
Don’t Know 14% 12% 14%
(N=22) (N=51) (N=97)
Exactly half of WDM mosque participants follow the
contextual approach, but only 18 percent of HSAAM par¬
ticipants and 24 percent of the African Americans who
worship in mosques mixed with immigrant- and African-
American attendees chose the contextual approach. As for
the more conservative approach of following the great
scholars, WDM mosque goers score below immigrants and
HSAAM/mixed mosque participants score above immi¬
grants. In the most conservative approach of following
salafi thought, 14 percent of HSAAM and 12 percent of
mixed mosque attendees prefer this line of thinking; no
WDM attendee chose it.
Significantly, only 1 percent of both immigrant- and
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African-American mosque participants indicate the position
that the texts are accepted hut not followed. Virtually all
mosque goers, therefore, accept the Quran and sunnah as
authoritative, not simply historical texts.
The other question that probes the conservative/liberal
attitudes of mosque participants asks whether the respon¬
dent agrees or disagrees with the statement: “All the differ¬
ent religions are equally good ways of helping a person find
ultimate truth.” Unlike the question on Islamic approach,
however, the results of this question do not show a statisti¬
cally significant difference between the responses of immi¬
grants and African Americans. Both African Americans
and immigrants are fairly divided on this issue, although
African Americans are slightly more likely to disagree with
this statement.
Immigrant- African-American Responses to
“All religions are good at finding ultimate truth.”
Immigrant African American U.S. Study
Agree 32% 25% 52%
Neutral 15% 14% 18%
Disagree 53% 62% 31%
(N=767) (N=176)
Total N=943 Not including the U.S. Study, Chi -square
is not statistically significant.
Likewise, among African-American mosque participants,
there is little difference between the three groups, although
fewer African Americans who attend HSAAM and mixed
mosques agree with the statement.
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African-American Responses to “All religions
are good at finding ultimate truth.”
WDM HSAAM Mixed
Agree 36% 20% 24%








The sharpest difference between immigrant- and
African-American mosque participants is their differing
view of America. In general, African-American mosque
goers are much more critical of American society than
immigrants. One of the questions that attempts to capture
the mosque participant’s view of America asks the respon¬
dent to agree or disagree with the statement: “America is
an immoral society.” While almost three-fourths (74 per¬
cent) of African Americans agree that American society is
immoral, a little over one-third (35 percent) of immigrants
agree. Only 8 percent of African-American mosque partic¬
ipants disagree with the statement as compared to 38 per¬
cent of immigrants.
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Immigrant/African-American Responses









Strongly disagree 9% 2%
(n=731) (n=173)
Total n=904 Chi-square is significant at .000 level.
Gamma=-.609 and is significant at .000 level.
All African-American Muslim respondents, no matter
the mosque they attend, are more critical of American soci¬
ety than immigrants; and HSAAM attendees are the most
critical. Among HSAAM mosque participants, 81 percent
agree or strongly agree that America is immoral while 68
percent of WDM mosque goers agree or strongly agree.
Even more telling, however, is that 44 percent of HSAAM
attendees strongly agree with the statement, while only 18
percent of WDM attendees strongly agree.
African-American Responses to
“America is an immoral society.”
WDM HSAAM Mixed
Strongly agree 18% 44% 33%
Agree 50% 37% 38%
Neutral 23% 15% 20%
Disagree 5% 2% 8%
Strongly disagree 5% 2% 1%
(n=22) (n=54) (n=97)
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Another divergence of view on American society can
be seen in responses to the statement, “The U.S. is a better
country than most other countries in the world.” Although
the differences between African Americans and immi¬
grants are less sharp, the differences are still evident and
statistically significant. Among African-American mosque
goers, a total of 41 percent agree or strongly agree with this
statement, while 61 percent of immigrants agree or strong¬
ly agree. While one-fourth of African Americans disagree
or strongly disagree with the statement, only 17 percent of
immigrants disagree or strongly disagree with it.
Immigrant/African-American Responses to “The
U.S. is a better country than other countries.”
Immigrant African American




Strongly disagree 4% 7%
(n=736) S3 II
Total n=909 Chi-square is significant at .000 level.
Gamma=.297 and is significant at .000 level.
Among African-American Muslims, WDM attendees are
closer to immigrants in their responses, and HSAAM/mixed
attendees are significantly more critical: over 38 percent of
HSAAM mosque goers disagree/strongly disagree with the
statement that the U.S. is a better country, compared to
10 percent of WDM mosque goers who disagree/strongly
disagree.
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African-American Responses to “The U.S. is
a better country than other countries.”
WDM HSAAM Mixed
Strongly agree 27% 4% 10%
Agree 32% 33% 29%
Neutral 32% 25% 39%
Disagree 5% 23% 18%
Strongly disagree 5% 15% 3%
raraII£ ii (n=97)
Related to one’s view of America is the willingness to
participate in American politics. Mosque participants were
asked if they favor Muslims’ involvement in the political
process. While only a small minority opposes political par-
ticipation, immigrant-mosque participants are much more
supportive of this involvement than African Americans: 92
percent of immigrants agree/strongly agree that Muslims
should participate in the political process, while 77 percent
of African Americans agree/strongly agree. A greater num¬
ber of African-American mosque goers are neutral about
political participation—17 percent of African Americans
versus 5 percent of immigrants.
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Immigrant- African-American Responses to “Muslims
should participate in the American political process.”
Immigrant African American





Total n=940 Chi-square is significant at .000 level.
Gamma=.471 and is significant at .000 level.
Tire muted support for political participation among African-
American mosque goers is attributable to HSAAM/mixed
mosque participants. WDM mosque goers evidence the same
strong support for political participation as immigrants, while
HSAAM/mixed mosque goers are significantly lower: a little
over two-thirds (68 percent) of HSAAM mosque goers
agree/strongly agree with political participation. Ninety-one per¬
cent of WDM attendees agree/strongly agree. Well over one-
fourth (27 percent) of HSAAM mosque goers are neutral and,
therefore, lukewarm about political participation.
African-American Responses to “Muslims should
participate in American political process.”
WDM HSAAM Mixed
Strongly agree 73% 39% 46%
Agree 18% 29% 34%
Neutral 5% 27% 14%
Disagree 5% 6% 6%
(n=22) (n=52) (n=100)
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A lessened support for political participation among
HSAAM/mixed mosque goers, however, does not translate
into lower rates of voter registration. In fact, more
HSAAM attendees are registered to vote than the others:
84 percent of HSAAM as compared to 82 percent for
WDM and 71 percent of mixed-mosque participants.
However, more WDM mosque participants voted in the
last presidential election than the others: 77 percent of
WDM as compared to 64 percent for HSAAM and 53 per¬
cent for mixed-mosque goers.
Valued Activities
African-American and immigrant-mosque participants
do not demonstrate a marked difference in how they view
the function of the mosque. Mosque participants were
asked to indicate the aspects of the mosque that they “per¬
sonally most value” and were given twelve distinct choices.
Both groups indicate that the traditional role of the mosque
as a site for worship and religious learning is most valued.
The first four choices of African-American and immigrant-
mosque goers are almost the same, although in different
order: khutbahs [sermons] and talks on religious issues, daily
congregational salah [prayer], khutbahs on contemporary
issues, and special lectures and programs.
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Ranking of Mosque Activities
by Mosque Participants
Immigrant African Am WDM HSAAM Mixed
Ranking (percentage)
Khutbahs on
religious issues 3 (32%) 1 (48%) 1 (55%) 4 (44%) 1 (50%)
Daily salah 2 (36%) 2 (35%) 3 (32%) 1 (44%) 2 (31%)
Khutbahs on
contemporary
issues 4 (24%) 3 (27%) 2 (46%) 6 (20%) 3 (27%)
Special lectures
and programs 1 (37%) 4 (25%) 4 (23%) 5 (24%) 3 (27%)
Programs for
children or
youth 6 (20%) 5 (20%) 7 (14%) 8 (16%) 5 (23%)
Openness to
diversity 7 (17%) 6 (19%) 7 (14%) 3 (26%) 6 (17%)
Care for one
another 11 (9%) 7 (16%) 7 (14%) 3 (26%) 9 (12%)
Social justice
emphasis 5 (22%) 8 (15%) 4 (23%) 9 (13%) 7 (14%)
Reach out to
those not
attending 10 (13%) 9 (12%) 7 (14%) 7 (18%) 11 (8%)
Adult education
classes 12 (7%) 10(11%) 6 (18%) 10 (9%) 10 (10%)
Social activities 8 (17%) 11 (10%) 11 (5%) 12 (6%) 7 (14%)
Mosque full-time
school 9(16%) 12 (8%) 11 (5%) 10 (9%) 11 (8%)
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The major differences between what African Americans
and immigrants most value is that African Americans desire
“practical care for one another in times of need” and immi¬
grants value “wider community care or social justice empha¬
sis.” African-American mosque goers rank “care for one
another” as their seventh choice while immigrants rank it
eleventh, near the bottom of the list. The high ranking of
“care for one another” is due to HSAAM mosque goers
ranking it as their third most valued aspect of the mosque.
WDM and mixed-mosque attendees rank it lower than third
hut still higher than immigrant-mosque participants. The
ideal of the mosque as a nurturing, protecting community
for its members is more highly regarded among African
American than immigrants.
Ironically, immigrant-mosque goers rank “social justice”
activities of the mosque much higher than African Americans.
However, a clear split exists between African Americans, because
WDM mosque participants rank “social justice” as their
fourth priority, tied with “lectures,” but HSAAM/mixed
mosque attendees rank “social justice” much lower—sev¬
enth for mixed mosques goers and ninth for HSAAM
respondents.
Mosque participants were also asked whether they view
the mosque as “a place for prayer and spiritual develop¬
ment” or as “a center for the Muslim community where all
types of activities takes place.” The choice of viewing the
mosque as a place of prayer approximates the traditional
view of the mosque as a site for performing ritual prayer and
educational activities; whereas, the second choice indicates
a preference for a mosque that functions as a community
center. The surprising results are that immigrants favor the
view of the mosque as a community center (70 percent)
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while African-American mosque participants are more
split, the majority (59 percent) favoring the mosque as a
place of prayer. The differences among African Americans
are significant as WDM mosque goers are similar to immi¬
grants in preferring to view the mosque as a community
center, whereas HSAAM/mixed mosque participants see
the mosque primarily as a place of prayer. This result bol¬
sters the conclusion that HSAAM/mixed mosque partici¬
pants put greater emphasis on the more religious aspects of
Islam such as the daily congregational prayers and religious
learning as opposed to the more outward aspects of Islam
such as involvement in social action.
Involvement
The Mosque Survey asked many questions about the
activities of mosque participants in various social and com¬
munity activities, inside and outside the mosque. In virtu¬
ally all of the listed activities, African-American mosque
participants are more involved than immigrants. The
largest difference is in dawah [missionary] and outreach
activities where one-third of African Americans are regu¬
larly involved, as opposed to only 16 percent of immigrant-
mosque participants. Similarly, in terms of community serv-
ice/social justice activities, African Americans are more
involved than immigrants: 28 percent of African Americans
participate in these types of activities compared to 18 per¬
cent of immigrants. The only activity in which immigrant-
and African-American mosque goers are equally involved
is contacting a politician about a public issue: 16 percent of
immigrants and 17 percent of African Americans had done
so in the last twelve months.
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Percentage of Mosque Participants
Involved in Mosque Activities
Dawah
Immigrant African Am WDM HSAAM Mixed
(outreach activities) 16% 33% 27% 38% 32%
Solve community problem 28%
Community service
35% 50% 36% 32%
/advocacy 18% 28% 54% 27% 23%
Contacted politician
Social service (outside
16% 17% 27% 13% 17%
mosque)
Advocacy/justice
26% 31% 36% 36% 28%
(outside mosque) 8% 13% 32% 9% 12%
WDM mosque participants are significantly more
involved in social justice/community service activities than
HSAAM/mixed mosque participants. Over half (54 pen
cent) of WDM mosque goers are involved in community
service activities as opposed to 36 percent of HSAAM and
32 percent of mixed-mosque participants. Although all
three African-American groups are more involved than
immigrants, there are marked differences for involvement in
social justice groups not connected to the mosque. Almost
one-third (32 percent) of WDM mosque participants are
involved in social justice/community service groups in com¬
parison to 9 percent of HSAAM and 12 percent of mixed-
mosque participants. The one activity in which HSAAM/mixed
mosque goers are more involved is dawah (outreach activities)
with approximately 38 percent of HSAAM and 32 percent of
mixed-mosque participants are involved in dawah activities as
opposed to 27 percent of WDM participants.
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Conclusion
Results from the U.S. Mosque Life Study demonstrate
many differences between African-American and immi¬
grant-mosque participants, but overall the differences are not
wide. The picture is complicated because major differences
are also evidenced among African-American mosque goers:
mosque participants who attend mosques associated with the lead¬
ership of Imam W. Deen Mohammed are often divergent from par¬
ticipants attending either historically Sunni African-American
mosques or immigrant mosques.
The most decisive difference between African-American
and immigrant-mosque participants is their view of America.
All African Americans are significantly more critical of
America than immigrants. Immigrants are undoubtedly favor¬
ably comparing America to their home countries—especially
in terms of politics and business—and African Americans are
reflecting their wounded relation with America’s racist past
and also unfavorably comparing America to the ideals of
Islam. This difference is most likely reflected in the oft-heard
criticism by African-American Muslims that immigrants are
desirous of assimilating into America.
In terms of Islamic conservativism/liberalism, WDM
mosque goers are slightly less conservative than immigrants
and HSAAM/mixed mosque participants are slightly more
conservative than immigrants. Ironically, African Americans
who attend immigrant mosques are the most conservative
and, therefore, the most divergent from immigrants; while
WDM mosque goers, who probably have the least relation¬
ship with immigrants, are more similar to immigrants. In a
similar fashion, both WDM and immigrant-mosque goers
strongly support political participation while a significant
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portion of HSAAM (33 percent) and mixed mosque goers
(20 percent) are neutral or disagree with this issue.
Immigrants and African Americans do not differ greatly
in how they prioritize mosque activities. Overall, African
Americans are more involved than immigrants in activities,
both inside and outside the mosque, that deal with com'
munity activism and social justice issues. While immigrant'
mosque participants value community involvement, they
are not involved in these activities to the same extent as
African Americans. WDM mosque goers exhibit the great'
est involvement in social service and social justice activb
ties, while HSAAM/mixed mosque goers are more involved
in daivah activities.
The picture of the relationship of African Americans
and immigrants is not simple. In certain respects, such as
Islamic approach and political participation, WDM and
immigrant-mosque participants are fairly similar. All
African-American mosque goers are different from immi-
grants in their more critical view of America and their great
involvement in social activism, although immigrants report
high regard for social activism. African American and
immigrant mosque goers are largely similar in how they pri-
oritize the work of the mosque.
Differences between African-American and immigrant-
mosque participants are real, but they do not seem over¬
whelming. At the very least, the door leading to strength¬
ened relations between the two groups appears open. More
studies over time should reveal the direction of this relation¬
ship—whether the differences between African Americans and







Congregational profile surveys were completed by one person
in thirteen of the thirty predominantly African'American mosques
participating in MVP. Results are compared here to those of the
random sample of congregations that participated in the 2001
U.S. Congregational Life Survey1 to help MVP leaders more
readily identify the unique strengths of African'American mosques.
(Responses from MVP Protestant and Catholic churches are not
included.)
Facilities
• Onedialf of MVP mosques were built by the mosque commu-
nity; the other half were purchased.
• None of the MVP mosques report their facilities are used or
rented by community groups at least once a week. In fact, 31
percent say their facilities are never used by other groups.
Such use occurs weekly in 39 percent of US CLS congre'
gat ions.
^Stephen C. Rasor, MVP Director, is professor of Sociology of Religion
and director of the Doctor of Ministry Program, Interdenominational
Theological Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
^Christine D. Chapman is full-time visiting professor, Department of
Sociology, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Georgia and Research
Director, Institute for Black Religious Life, Interdenominational Theological
Center, also in Atlanta.
'A total of 417 congregations in the random sample completed the
US CLS profile survey in April 2001. These congregations include
Protestant churches, Catholic parishes, and nonChristian congregations.
Ill
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• MVP mosque facilities have large seating capacities (MVP
mosque median, 400; US CLS median, 258).
Size and Finances
• In the year before participating in the survey, average weekly
worship attendance (median) was 350 in MVP mosques
(attendance at Jum’ah prayer) and ninety in US CLS congre-
gations.
• The total number of adults (people eighteen years or older)
regularly participating in the life of the mosque/congregation
averaged 150 in MVP mosques and eighty in US CLS com
gregations.
• Almost all congregations (100 percent of MVP mosques and
over ninety percent in US CLS congregations) report that the
largest source of income for the congregation is offerings,
pledges, and donations.
• Few MVP mosques (17 percent) describe their financial sitm
ation as an “increasing financial base.” A stable financial sit'
uation exists in 7 5 percent of MVP mosques and 53 percent
of US CLS congregations.
Worship—ScdahJJum’ah
• Fully 92 percent ofMVP mosques report holding each of the five
daily salah in congregation in the mosque.
• On a typical weekday, total attendance at all five salah averages
twentyTive in MVP mosques, although three mosques report
attendance over 200.
• Many MVP mosques use more than one language for the main
message of theJum’ah Khutbah. All (100 percent) use English; 62
percent also use Arabic; 8 percent use Urdu; 8 percent use
another language.
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In six of ten MVP mosques (62 percent) women make salah behind
a curtain or partition in another room. On average, MVP mosques
report that 75 percent of the participants atJim’ah are male and
25 percent are female.
Seven in ten MVP mosques (69 percent) report that the num¬
ber of adults regularly participating in Jum’ah or weekend activi¬
ties has increased over the previous five years.
Other Services and Programs
Less than halfof mosques (MVP mosques, 46 percent; US CLS
58 percent) use small groups for sharing or spiritual growth.
Large majorities of congregations and mosques offer religious edu¬
cation classes (MVP mosques, 100 percent; US CLS, 98 percent).
The largest groups of MVP mosques (69 percent) have no
planned activities to ensure new members are integrated into
die life of the mosque. Some issue invitations to service (15 per¬
cent) or to join a group (15 percent). MVP mosques are less
likely than US CLS congregations to offer a group or class
specifically for new members (MVP mosques, 8 percent; US
CLS, 42 percent). The largest group of US CLS congrega¬
tions (57 percent), but no MVP mosques report using follow¬
up visits by members or clergy for this purpose.
Few MVP mosques (8 percent) and only 28 percent ofUS CLS
congregations report that one or more members entered ministry
in die previous five years.
Outreach
MVP mosques are more likely than congregations in the US
CLS sample to use certain methods to reach out to non-
members (Figure 1). The difference is largest for holding an
event, e.g., dinner or lecture to bring people to the congrega-
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tion, having a website (though this difference may be related
to the fact that the MVP survey took place four years later
than the US CLS project), and conducting a survey of the
community.
• MVP mosques are less likely to send letters, telephone, or visit
people who have visited the mosque. They are also less likely
to use advertising to reach out to nonmembers.
Figure 1: Reaching Out to Nonmembers
Event to bring people to congregation
Mailed/distributed letter/flyers
Website
Activity to meet neighborhood
Encouraged inviting others
Contact people new to the area
Letters to visitors
Committee for new member recruitment
Paid newspaper ad
Survey of community
Phone calls to visitors
Visiting visitors
Ad on TV or radio
Ad in phone book






Reorganizing or starting new worship services for distinct age,
racial or ethnic, or interest groups is rare (MVP mosques, 15 pen
cent; US CLS, 7 percent), as is starting services for people who
don’t usually attend (MVP mosques, 8 percent; US CLS, 9 per'
cent).
Few congregations or mosques (MVP mosques, 15 percent;
US CLS, 12 percent) have been involved in planting or
growing a new congregation.
Community Involvement
All congregations provide services for their members and for
others in the community. Figure 2 shows the services provkL
ed by MVP mosques and US CLS congregations in the prevb
ous twelve months. An average MVP mosque provided serv'
ices in twelve of the areas shown. MVP mosques are much
more likely than US CLS congregations to have provided
voter registration or education, prison ministry, political or
social justice activities, and community organizing.
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Figure 2: Services for Members and Others
Voter registration or education
Counseling/support groups




Other programs for children and youth
Islamic or elementary school
Sporting events or teams
Health-related activities
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Other welfare service activities
Day care, before/after school programs
Community organizing
Arts, music, cultural groups
Economic development
Housing for others
Senior programs other than housing
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• MVP mosques are much more likely than US CLS congrega¬
tions to have a variety of mles about the behaviors of mem¬
bers (Figure 3). The largest differences are for gambling, use of
alcohol, dancing, smoking, and matters of dress and hairstyle.
• Most MVP mosques describe their “Islamic” stand as “right in
the middle” (58 percent). Among US CLS congregations, 29
percent say their theological stand is “right in the middle.” US
CLS congregations are more apt to say they are “on the conser¬
vative side (US CLS, 60 percent; MVP mosques, 25 percent).







Unmarried adults living together
Congregational giving
0 20 40 60 80 100
% of congregations reporting
rules in each area
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MVP MUSLIM SUMMARY
Introduction
Members Voice Project (MVP) is the nations most compre-
hensive survey of African-American congregational life from the
perspective of the people in the pews. This resource reflects the
data collected from more than 1,416 members of Muslim con¬
gregations in twenty-seven states and the District of Columbia.
The MVP study enables local congregations, denominational
officials, and others to understand what congregations are doing
regarding their spiritual lives, reaching out to their communities,
and developing their congregational identities.*
Building Spiritual Connections
Spiritual connections are made through worshipers’ private
devotional activities and their participation in congregational
activities such as worship.
Private Devotions. About 36 percent of the people in MVP
mosques spend time every day in private devotional activities
(such as prayer, meditation, or reading the Quran alone). MVP
mosque attendees are less likely to spend time in these activi¬
ties when compared to worshipers across the country (the
national average is 45 percent who spend time every day in pri¬
vate devotional activities).
*Editor’s note: The graphs in this survey represent MVP African-
American Mosques data and U.S. Congregational Life (US CLS)
data. The MVP survey was conducted in conjunction with the US
CLS study that surveyed a diverse sample of 2,000 predominantly
Euro-American U.S. congregations. Go to www.uscongregations.org for








Every Day Most Days Less Often
Or Never
Growing in Faith. About half of the people in America's con¬
gregations (55 percent) and 58 percent in MVP mosques report
they have experienced much growth in their faith over the last
year, through any source. Worshipers in MVP mosques (26 per¬
cent) are less likely to say their spiritual growth comes from
involvement in their mosque. Some mosque worshipers report¬
ed growing in their faith through other groups (13 percent) or
through their own activities (20 percent).
(Through Any (Through
Source) This Congregation)
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Help with Everyday Living. To what extent do the worship
services or activities of their congregation help worshipers with
everday living? Fifty-two percent of MVP mosque worshipers
reported that they are helped "to a great exent" by worship or
mosque activities. This compares to the average of 45 percent
who report finding worship services or activities helpful with
everyday living.
Not At All
Meeting Spiritual Needs. Like the majority of worshipers in
the U.S., 70 percent of MVP mosque worshipers feel that their
congregation meets their spiritual needs. Across the U.S., 83




Attending Worship or Prayer Services. In the typical congre'
gation, 82 percent of worshipers attend services almost every
week. In MVP mosques, 63 percent attend Jum'ah Prayer usu-
ally every week, and another 20 percent attend between once






Almost Every Week 1-3 Tmes/Month Less Often
Participation in Other Mosque Activities. Many come to the
mosque for activities other thanJum'ah Prayer. How often do MVP
mosque worshipers come to the mosque whether for daily salah or
for other activities? Twenty-two percent come on a daily basis and
37 percent come weekly.
60
40
Daily Weekly Monthly Less Often
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Building Inside Connections
Worshipers connect with others in the congregation through
group activities (such as church school, prayer and study groups, and
fellowships or clubs), serving in leadership roles, and financial sup¬
port.
Involving Worshipers. How are worshipers involved in MVP
mosques? Overall, 41 percent of worshipers join in small group
activities. Some take part in group activities like Weekend
school (14 percent); prayer, discussion, or Quaranic study groups
(21 percent); or fellowships, clubs, or other social groups (22
percent). The percentage for MVP mosques is lower than the
national average where 46 percent engage in some small group
activity.
Yes, Any Weekend or
of the Church School
Following
Quaranic or Clubs,






Involving Leaders. How many worshipers serve in leadership
roles in MVP mosques? Thirty-three percent hold at least one
leadership position in the congregation (such as governing hoard,
committee, assisting in worship or sahh, church school teacher,
etc.). About 38 percent of worshipers across the U.S. serve as lead-
33%
i
One or More None
Leader Roles
ers.
Belonging Here. Do worshipers in MVP mosques feel like
they belong? Eighty-one percent report a strong sense of
belonging to their mosque, which is similar to the typical con¬
gregation. Fifty-one percent in MVP mosques said this sense of
Yes, Strong Yes. Strong and
and Growing Steady or Declining
belonging has been growing and 30 percent said it is steady or
declining.
124 The Journal of the ITC
Making Friends. Are worshipers developing friendships with
others in their congregation? About 74 percent of MVP
mosque worshipers say some or all of their close friends attend
the same mosque. This is similar to the national picture where











Giving. Financial support connects people to a congregation
and its mission. In MVP mosques, 89 percent make financial
contributions including 8 percent who regularly give 10 percent
or more of their net income to the mosque. Nationally, 93 per-
cent of worshipers make financial contributions, and 19 percent




Being a Team. Do worshipers feel there is a connection
between leaders and worshipers in their congregation? Most
worshipers in MVP mosques (63 percent) agree with the state-
ment: "In general, there is a good match between our congrega-
tion and our Imam or mosque leader." Across all worshipers in
the U.S., about 84 percent agree.
Strongly
Building Outside Connections
How do MVP mosques connect to the community and
nonmembers? Outside Connections consist of inviting others
to attend, caring for neighbors, and welcoming new people.
Inviting Others. Do MVP mosque worshipers invite others to
attend the mosque? In the past twelve months, 28 percent invit-
ed a nonMuslim friend or relative to the mosque. This is less
than the average US congregation where 46 percent asked
someone to attend worship services.
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the Past 12 Months
Reaching Out. How many worshipers contribute to the con'
gregation's outreach or evangelism efforts? In MVP mosques,
19 percent join in these types of activities to reach out to the
wider community. This percentage is unlike the national pic-












Your Mosque's Inviting Activities. From a list of fourteen pos¬
sible activities, a typical congregation reports using six strate¬
gies to reach out to non-members in the previous year. The
most common strategies are encouraging people in the congre¬
gation to invite someone new, mailing a letter to vistors, and
mailing newsletters or flyers. The average MVP mosque listed
six outreach strategies: mailed or distributed newsletters, letters
or flyers; established or maintained a website for the Mosque;
had an activity (lecture, dinner) to attract Muslims; encour¬
aged people already in the Mosque to invite a new person; tried
to identify and contact Muslims who recently moved into the
area; and sponsored an outreach service to bring people to the
mosque.
Serving the Community. Are your worshipers involved in any
community service, social justice, or advocacy activities? Forty-
seven percent of MVP mosque worshipers take part in service
or advocacy activities. Some join in community service activ¬
ities organized through their mosque (21 percent in MVP
mosques take part in such groups). Some of your worshipers (34
percent) participate in social service or advocacy groups not
connected to their mosque. This is greater than the national
average for all U.S. worshipers where 18 percent overall get
involved in service or advocacy through the congregation, and
29 percent serve their communities through groups not con¬
nected to their congregation.
Yes, Any of Yes, Through Yes, Through
the Following Activities Groups not connected
of this to this
Congregation Congregation
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Welcoming New People. How many new people attend MVP
mosques? About 47 percent of those attending MVP mosques
have been coming for five years or less. Nationally, about 34 per'
cent of all worshipers report attending five years or less. Visitors
make up 3 percent ofworshipers in MVP mosques. This compares





5 Years or Less 6-10 Years More than Visiting
10 Years
Other Outside Connections. What do MVP mosque worshipers
say about the role of Muslims in die community? Eighty-eight per¬
cent believe that Muslims should participate in the political process.
Ninety-three percent think diey should help nonMuslims.
Participate in the Involved in Community





Getting Here. Do worshipers come from the immediate com¬
munity or do they travel some time in order to attend? The
largest percentage ofpeople in MVP mosques take ten minutes
or less to get to the services. Most of the people in these
mosques (76 percent) travel twenty minutes or less to attend
services. Across all American congregations, 88 percent arrive
in twenty minutes or less.
or Less 30 Minutes
Building Identity Connections
Worshipers have an individual identity based on their age,
education, and other factors. Worshipers also have a congre¬
gational identity that includes what they value and their
dreams for the congregation’s future.
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Your Size. Small congregations dot the landscape, but most
worshipers find themselves in large congregations. The average
mosque is mid-size with a median of 350 attendees. The chart
below shows where MVP mosques fit in the size picture ofall con'
gregations.
Mega Large Mid-size Small
(over 1000) (351-1000) (101-350) (100 or less)
Your Gender Profile. Who makes up MVP mosques? There
are fewer men (39 percent) than women (61 percent) in most
USCLS congregations. Men outnumber women in MVP





Your Age Profile. In most congregations across the country,
those aged forty-five - sixty-four make up the largest group (36
percent). The average age of worshipers in MVP mosques is
thirty-nine. This is younger than than the national average of
fifty-one. People in the age range of twenty-five - forty-four
comprise the largest age group in these mosques.
50
Your Educational Background. Worshipers in the U.S. tend to
he well-educated. The U.S. Census shows that about 23 per¬
cent of people across the country hold at least a college degree.
Among all worshipers, the figure is 41 percent. In MVP




College or Some College High School
Advanced Degree or less
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Your Household Type. Most worshipers in America are mar¬
ried, and this is true in MVP mosques as well. Overall, 49 percent
of worshipers have children living at home, less than the results
for these mosques (80 percent). Again, worshipers differ from
typical Americans. The U.S. Census indicates that only 52 per¬
cent of the population in this country are currently married, and







What You Value. What do worshipers in MVP mosques value?
Your worshipers most value having daily congregational salah, spe¬
cial lectures and programs, khutbahs and talks on religious issues,





Seeing Possibilities. How open are worshipers in MVP
mosques to change and new directions? Many worshipers their
(56 percent) feel the mosque is always ready to try something
new. Most (75 percent) also express a sense of excitement
about the congregation's future. Many worshipers in US CLS
congregations describe their congregation as willing to try new
things (61 percent) and excited about the future (80 percent).
This congregation is
always rerady to try
something new.




















Committing to the Future. Do worshipers in MVP mosques
claim a clear vision, goals, or direction for their congregation's
ministry and mission? Several worshipers there believe there is
a clear vision or direction for the future (only 40 percent say
yes). However, some are not sure that the vision is clear or that
it exists (60 percent). The national average shows that most US
CLS worshipers believe their congregation has a clear vision for
the future (71 percent).
committed I’m not or I'm
to them committed unaware
to them of them
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Michael I. N. Dash
THE EVALUATION PROCESS AND
THE MEMBERS VOICE PROJECT:
PERSPECTIVES AND COMMENTARY
Introduction
Effective evaluation ensures that goals and objectives are
met and whether the end product or project has significance.
Does it contribute to and broaden our understanding of the
subject pursued as designed? Were all available resources,
networks, and contacts utilized? What aspects of the project
demonstrate clearly the capacity of the organization to
deliver as promised, illustrating identifiable strengths? How
did the delivery of outcomes confirm quality management
in completing the project, establishing the overall signifi¬
cance of the work?
African-American Congregational Life
Survey: Members Voice Project
In September 2003, Interdenominational Theological Center
(ITC) received a grant of three quarters of a million dollars from
the Lilly Endowment, Inc. to develop a representative profile
of Black worshipers and their congregations. This project was
intended as a corrective to field research conducted by U.S.
Congregational Life Survey (US CLS) in 2002 also funded by
the Lilly Endowment. In that survey, Black congregations
*Michael 1. N. Dash is professor, Ministry and Context, Interdenominational
Theological Center, Atlanta, Georgia.
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were underrepresented. In its African-American Congregational
Life Survey, also described as the Members Voice Project
(MVP), ITC collaborated with U.S. Congregations to pro¬
vide a comprehensive portrait of congregational life in the
United States to include the wide range of Black faith groups.
The study enabled the discovery of four critical con¬
nections on how worship and faith are expressed:
1. Spiritual Connections, which identify how faith
and worship are connected to one another;
2. Inside connections, which describe worshipers’
activities within the faith community;
3. Outside connections, which reflect how the con¬
gregation and its members reach out to serve those
outside the congregation; and
4- Identity connections, which are intended to help wor¬
shipers understand who they are and how self-under¬
standing enables them to envision and map their future.
The design for the project was quite useful. Three dif¬
ferent types of questionnaires were available to local Black
churches. The one for lay persons in congregations—the
persons in the pew—provided an opportunity for the laity
to make their voices heard, hence the MVP. Lay partici¬
pants in the survey were to engage in self-examination,
using what the drafters called “building blocks,” to assess
where their congregation was, to what extent the “building
blocks” were present in their life, and perhaps most impor¬
tantly how they assisted the congregation in a determina-
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tion of its strengths. The two other questionnaires sought respons¬
es: one from the pastor and die other from the business or church
administrator (if applicable).
There were several intended results for the project,
including training doctoral students in research methodology.
The identified students would form a team to assist in com¬
pleting the project. A representative sample of 500 congre¬
gations were surveyed and distributed among Protestants
(400), Roman Catholics (50), and Muslims (50).
Collaboration was expected among other organizations and
researchers, who would assist not only in arranging for
identification of representative lists from which intended
surveyed congregations could be drawn, but also in manag¬
ing the administration, collation, and interpretation of the
data gathered from the completed surveys.
A major part of the project was the dissemination and
interpretation of the results of the surveys, primarily to par¬
ticipating congregations, but also to religious bodies
involved in the project and to scholars and other entities
interested in congregational life. The dissemination plan
included developing and managing a website for public
sharing, creating training materials to assist congregations
in using the results, presenting papers, and writing articles
about the research.
Evaluation Process Selected
It seemed that outcome evaluation was best suited for
this project. Outcome evaluation’s primary focus deter¬
mines whether stated goals are realized and how partici¬
pants will benefit. A secondary goal, but one no less impor¬
tant, considers the broader implications of the data for
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enhancing knowledge and understanding the field of con¬
gregational studies. “Outcome evaluation is another feature
of a comprehensive evaluation plan. It assesses the short-
and long-term results of a project. Outcome evaluation
questions ask: What are the critical outcomes you are try¬
ing to achieve? What impact is the project having on its
clients, its staff, its umbrella organization, and its commu¬
nity? What unexpected impact has the project had?”2 For
our purposes, that broad list of questions can be expanded,
modified, and made specific for MVP.
Task Interpreted
Some grantors require evaluation as part of the propos¬
al. This is a necessity for the Lilly Foundation, Inc., which
funded the MVP. In addition to providing information on
“expected products and other results,” the proposal, in the
evaluation section, identified “specific outcomes”:
• Number and types of faith communities surveyed;
• Identification and measurement of indicators of com¬
munity service enhanced among worshipers within
Black faith communities;
• Identification and measurement of faith and com¬
munity service to foster an outreach orientation
through public theology and community economic
development; and
The Kellogg Foundation, W. K. Kelbgg Foundation Evaluation Handbook:
Philosophy and Expectations (Battle Creek, MI: The Foundation, 2004), 28.
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• Identification of aspects of this study for applicability
within African-American faith groups and American
pluralistic civil society.
Other expectations and outcomes were identified. The
above statements made it easier to develop an evaluation of
the project, focusing on outcomes.
Process Applied
The proposal employed both internal and external eval¬
uators, with the writer as the internal evaluator and Dr. L.
Jeffery Tribble, assistant professor, Congregational Leadership,
Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, as the external
evaluator. Also, in establishing an evaluation process, Dr.
Stephen C. Rasor, the project director, and Dr. Christine D.
Chapman, project manager, were consulted about plans
and a timeline for completing the work.
Field Visits Randomly Selected
Congregational Participants
After the surveys were completed by the congregations,
they were sent to U.S. Congregations, which collated and
supplied the data for each congregation. U.S. Congregations
sent, from time to time to the project office, lists of those
congregations that had received their survey results. It was
envisioned that the evaluators would have the completed
results for the 400 Protestant congregations from which to
make selections more quickly. This process took longer
than expected. The evaluators were eventually able to
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select six congregations for visits from among the list of the
completed survey results. We sought to select one of these
congregations for a random visit. We also wanted regional
representation across the United States.
The pastors of the selected congregations were contact-
ed and arrangements made for visits. There were four objec¬
tives:
• To inquire of participants’ experience, particularly
commenting on the survey instrument—its ease or
difficulty to use;
• To offer further interpretations as needed;
• To inquire about the usefulness of the results for
each congregation; and
• To learn what plans the congregation intends for its
future in the light of the report’s profile.
As part of the original design, our partners at U.S. Congregations
committed to dispatch notes with the results explaining how to
use the Connections Report.
During our visits to the selected congregations, we had
varying experiences. The following was shared from one
congregation:
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• Some of the questions were difficult;
• For one person, her job title was omitted;
• Survey was lengthy. It took one to two days to
complete. (This was an indication that the survey
was done in parts.)
• The process “stirred up some things in my mind. It
showed some areas of the church’s ministry which
could be unvalued hut was not. It awakened me to
the fact of some areas of ministry in which we as
(denomination withheld) should be involved but
are not.”
• A consensus opinion was “we are willing to do what
needs to be done to become the people God is calk
ing us to be in this place.”
One other congregation reported:
• Most of the persons in the room (between forty and
fifty) had no idea of any survey or no memory that
it was conducted;
• After a copy of that congregation’s results was distrib¬
uted, four of the persons present completed the survey;
• One person stated there was no difficulty in com¬
pleting the survey; and
• One person indicated hesitancy in supplying
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answers, because, as she reasoned, you don’t want to
‘down’ your church or your pastor.
In all three situations this writer had to use time cre¬
atively. Two locations had different pastors. It appeared
that the previous pastor received the results, did nothing
with them, and took the files on moving. Even where the
pastor acknowledged receiving the results, he could not
find them; no effort to prepare for the visit was made. This
“unexpected” additional time provided an opportunity to
share models of congregational life.
Any congregation, irrespective of size or denominational
culture, has four interrelated strands within its DNA—wel¬
coming, nurturing, empowering, and serving.; Even though
all congregations have these, what makes for distinctiveness
and identity are ways in which each congregation manifests
its strengths and weaknesses in each of its strands.
1. Every congregation has four components of its pri¬
mary task:
• To invite and receive people as they are;
• To relate them to God;
• To nurture and develop them as disciples;
• To send them out into communities to make the
love and justice of God known by all persons.
2. The process, a cyclical model, beginning with identi¬
ty through mission, vision, planning, strategies, and action
’See Robert Norton and Richard Southern, Cracking Your Congregation's
Code: Mapping Your Spiritual DNA to Create Your Future (San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, September 2001).
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to evaluation and celebration and back to a renewed under¬
standing of identity, was shared.
Comments by other persons allowed us to share that
the church is apostolic—missionary by nature. It is sent
out into the world, there to engage with God in activities
that God is already doing in the world. The church is called
to be in mission. Emil Brunner proposes that the “church
exists by mission just as fire exists by burning.”4 Thus the ques¬
tion: Is the church mission-centered? If so, mission will be at
the heart of the church. Brunner further elaborates: “Where
there is no mission, there is no church; and where there is nei¬
ther church nor mission, there is no faith.”5
Gustavo Gutierrez suggests that the Gospel is both a
“talk” text as well as a “walk” text. “It is not enough to rec¬
ognize that Jesus is the Christ; it is necessary to accept all
that [this] implies. To believe in Jesus Christ is also to
assume his practice.”6 As Christians, we are called not only
to “talk” about Jesus but also to “walk” [his] path.7
In each of the places where alternative uses for time
were required, persons commented on the usefulness of the
sharing session. Pastors acknowledged the value of the
insights and resolved to work with the results from the sur¬
vey. At those sites where copies were not received or were
misplaced, this writer promised to send the results with sug¬
gestions on how to use the information.
'’Emil Brunner, The Word arid the World (New York: Charles Scribner’s
Sons, 1931), 108.
Ibid.
^Gustavo Gutierrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells: The Spiritual
Journey of a People (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1984), 50.
Ibid.
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Evaluating Project Management and Delivery:
A Conversation with the Project Staff
The evaluators requested a visit with the project direc-
tor, Dr. Rasor, and the project manager, Dr. Chapman, to
discuss project outcomes. We then engaged in a three-hour
discussion with the questions below as background, useful
as discussion starters.
• What is your understanding of the fundamental objec¬
tives of the project?
• What are the outcomes you accomplished?
• What were significant challenges?
• What important findings have you discovered?
• What are some things you would have done differ¬
ently?
• What is your overall assessment about the project’s
achievement?
The project staff was ready to meet the evaluators. Their
responses indicated they had engaged in their own self-eval¬
uation in preparation for the visit. The statements below are
presented without ranking on our part. They also reflect
responses to the scope of inquiry posed by the discussion
starters.
• The churches that participated in the survey were
selected both denominationally and regionally. This
attempt was somewhat successful.
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The brochure developed for the MVP is fairly accurate
in what was promised and delivered.
Access to the pastors and churches was overesti¬
mated and not as easy as imagined. Indeed, the lists
that formed the selection pool were largely the work
of students, whose knowledge of and relationship
with the pastors accommodated the process.
The effort of developing and contacting pastors was
part of the larger experience in social science research,
which was a stated objective of the project.
It was difficult to communicate the value of partici¬
pation in the research for pastors and churches.
It was agreed that the best approach to having the
churches complete the surveys was within the scope
of the worship service. Congregations elected to
weave the completion of the surveys into the con¬
text of regular worship services or at a convenient
opportunity before or after the worship service.
A further challenge appeared to he the perception
of importance in completing the surveys. Pastors
establish their own priorities. Many are hi-voca-
tional. Others must make the decision as to the
value of completing the surveys and determining
how to use the results.
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• Even though our partners at U.S. Congregations
were careful to include instructions on the use of the
Connections Report in the limited site visits that
were made as a follow-up, responses suggested that
this dissemination strategy should have had several
other approaches.
• It would have increased the impact of the research to
offer some orientation for individual pastors or clus¬
ters of pastors to the values of social science research.
This would probably have meant some modification
in the project design.
• The experience in delivering the project suggested
that more time was needed to achieve the stated
objectives and desired outcomes.
• Pilot studies for the project, including pre-testing of
the survey instruments should have been more exten¬
sive and would have increased the effectiveness.
• A significant observation about working with con¬
gregations is that the church is relational. This is
particularly important in African-American con¬
gregations where this cultural posture is effective in
achieving objectives.
Evaluation of Project by Its Identified Phases
The delivery of the project by phases was a way of mon¬
itoring progress and the achievement of outcomes. The first
phases, as designed, dealt with preparation to initiate the
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project, train the research team (to include students), pilot
test the project, and implement. It was noted above that
this latter phase—pilot testing—should have been more
extensive. The plan was carried out for developing lists and
making the selection of churches for participation in the
survey. Collaborators and partners were identified, contact'
ed, and agreements made for their support.
The next several phases included parts not accom-
plished, or there was some difficulty in realizing goals. They
were mainly in the areas of the resource development and
dissemination strategies. There were, in some instances, mod'
ifications made to aspects of the project.
The following are significant:
• Strategies for dissemination were noted and included
site visits, seminars, journal articles, brochures, and
training materials. Others still in process, for which
plans have been developed, are contact with denomb
nations for sharing results of the research, a video proj-
ect, enhancing the current Institute for Black
Religious Life website for disseminations at selected
levels.
• The project staff has been engaged in sharing infor-
mation on the research at national scholarly organ-
izations. This special volume of The Journal of the
Interdenominational Theological Center presents the
research results in a series of articles.
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• Interfaith Congregations Life Survey Conference
(Protestants, Catholics, and Muslims) was included
in the study, intending to gather a forum of denom¬
inational leadership (pastors and lay leaders) to
share learnings from the study and implications for
ministry practice. Faith groups that participated in
the survey were also invited as well as congrega¬
tional leaders. This conference had to be scaled
back because it was undersubscribed; it was not pos¬
sible to sustain the original vision. A modification
in design developed an alternative conference to
which the seminary communities in Atlanta, as well
as local pastors, were invited. A Symposium on
Black Religious Life was held October 12, 2005.
There were about 100 attendees invited to engage
in dialogue on how to apply the survey data to per¬
vasive social and economic issues. This event was
combined with the viewing of a PBS documentary,
featuring William “Pete” Duncan, who discussed his
experiences of incarceration and substance abuse
and how faith-based organizations, such as the
Reentry National Outreach Campaign, could provide
support for low-income African-American men within
the context of incarceration and release.
• A modification to the original design for that inter-
faith conference has been made. There are now
plans for regional conferences with the same objec¬
tives. Strategies are being developed to publicize
the events and attract the numbers to make them
worthwhile to achieve the desired outcomes.
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General Commentary and Recommendations
The project generally realized its desired outcomes but
perhaps not at anticipated levels. The challenges that
forced rethinking of the design and modification in strate¬
gies were identified and appropriate responses made. These
circumstances did not radically affect the work of the proj¬
ect and its outcomes. However, they provided significant
lessons for the project leadership. As a result, the project
staff identified what they would do differently, and these
changes are included among proposed recommendations:
• Develop realizable objectives for the timeline pro¬
posed. This will demonstrate capacity of designers
to both conceive and execute what they determine.
It also avoids returning to the grantor, requesting
more time.
• Tighten the process for securing lists from which to
draw congregations for research; the scope would
more accurately represent the universe of African-
American congregations both by denomination and
U.S. geographic regions.
• Ensure that pre-testing is done so that challenges are
identified and appropriate responses determined.
• Discover effective ways to assist pastors and congre¬
gations to interpret the analysis of results and to
apply these understandings to their ongoing life and
ministry.
150 The Journal of the ITC
• Deepen understanding of the relational nature of
congregational life and how decisions are made and
work accomplished, particularly in African-American
congregations. A most important concern, especially
in studying congregations, is determining ways in
which the value and usefulness of research can be
embraced by the target audience.
• Develop ways in assisting average African-American
pastors to recognize the value and use of research and
its results to enhance their ministries.
• Ensure that research in congregational life is congre¬
gation-oriented. Unless this perspective is empha¬
sized, the apparent attitudes of neglect and indiffer¬
ence will persist. It is critical to involve everyone in
discussions. “A commitment to ongoing dialogue
and more interactive forms of communication will
not only increase ownership and motivation to act
on what is learned [but], will also assist in refining
the evaluation design, questions, methods, and
interpretations.”8
Conclusion
Evaluation is not a chore accomplished to satisfy foun¬
dations and render an account of ways in which a project
was delivered or its outcomes achieved. Rather, a funda¬
mental objective is to assist those managing projects, mon¬
itoring progress, making mid-course changes in program
''Kellogg Foundation, Evaluation Handbook, 96.
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design, to develop knowledge, skills, and perspectives use-
ful both in an ongoing project and instructive for future
endeavors.
For the MVP the focus was project outcome evaluation,
which seeks to discover the connection between stated
objectives and desired outcomes actually achieved.
Questions were developed, enabling self-examination how
the project was managed and delivered, lessons learned,
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